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Summary 
• Amid renewed emphasis on the fourth industrial 

revolution around the world, the Gulf countries are 
exploring more channels of economic diversification 
beyond oil. They have resorted to several high-
profile initiatives to promote the development of 
technology, particularly artificial intelligence (AI)
industry and market. 

• The region’s youth bulge, both among nationals and 
expatriates, offers great potential to promote tech 
and AI businesses to ensure workforce rationalisation.

• This Insight delves into some of the defining 
developments in the Gulf’s AI-driven agenda, where 
data is viewed as the new oil. It does so by first 
highlighting global trends that are influencing the 
Gulf governments’ strategies, especially in the United 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. 

• It then showcases how these governments are 
preparing long-term plans to use AI and machine 
learning as an economic stimulus, upgrade workforce 
efficiency and enhance government’s delivery 
mechanisms. The Insight justifies, with examples and 
datasets, why many analysts view the region as the 
next AI hub.

• It also underscores the Gulf’s connect with some 
of the Asian countries that are leading the tech 
revolution.

• Finally, the Insight recommends that the regional 
governments consider:

- increasing investment in AI research and development 
activities; 

- guarding against geopolitical and socio-economic 
issues, as well as supply chain constraints; 

- upgrading educational curriculums and aligning them 
with the needs of the job market;

- devising and promoting ‘responsible AI’ to minimise 
negative outcomes;

- enriching security and cybersecurity mechanisms to 
counter new threats;

- exercising strategic autonomy in deciding tech-
based plans and deals, without succumbing to political 
pressure.
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The Issue
“Measuring nine metres by three metres with the 
outside resembling a geometric design of the human 
face, mobile pod ‘Earth Of One Eight’ (EOO8) is a 
travelling pod attached to a main vehicle, reminiscent 
of the animal-driven merchandise wagon of the past. 
It is a concept-cum-invention among other AI-driven 
creations introduced by a fashion aficionadoe at the D3 
or Dubai Design District. 

“The idea is that the pod goes around and parks anywhere 
in the region or abroad depending on demand. It carries 
the actual off-the-rack and creations of greenhorn to 
well-established fashion designers or brands as other 
accessories may be displayed by means of hologrammes. 
There is the magic mirror that is a cut above the online 
selling wherein the buyer is assured that what is selected 
from the array of the hung or hologrammed goods fits. 
This is so as the magic mirror becomes the tailor or the 
dressmaker that does the measuring to ensure that 
even though the chosen garment is not actually fitted 
by the person (contactless fitting), what is delivered 
right at the doorstep is neither loose nor tight, neither 
short nor long. The client clicks on the magic mirror for 
the menu of the displays, chooses, contactless(ly) fits 
and if interested, purchases. With the magic mirror is a 
chatbox.”1

Welcome to the United Arab Emirates’s tentative steps 
towards becoming the smartest in Smart Technology 
worldwide.

In another example amid a global gloom in early 2021, 
Dubai International Airport - one of the world’s busiest 
for international travel - was adding to its surreal boom 
by letting people pass some of its immigration counters 
without passports. The idea of contactless technology 
during the pandemic acquired a new meaning with an 
iris-scanner verifying the identity of passengers and 
eliminating the need for any human interaction when 
entering or exiting the country’s borders.2  

Expo Dubai 2020 (which ran until March 2022 due to the 
pandemic) offered other examples of things to come for 
the Gulf. The 5G-enabled Expo is expected to remain as a 
“city of the future” with robots in action across multiple 
sectors - Tala-bot delivering food and Opti serving as 
the interactive guardian of the Opportunity Pavilion, 
among other innovations.3

While the use of technologically-advanced solutions are 
fast becoming the norm in multiple sectors in many parts 
of the world, the use of Fourth Industrial Revolutions 
tools, including artificial intelligence (AI), in the Gulf 
countries is striking because the region has traditionally 

been well known for oil-dependent economies, with 
little interest in diversifying away from its chief natural 
resource. But consistent efforts over the last decade and 
a half to increase the efficiency of their core businesses, 
develop a non-oil economy and prepare for the global 
changes induced by energy transition mean that there is 
now increasing focus on AI.

Technology now propels job generation and economic 
growth in the Gulf markets. The region’s youth bulge, 
both among nationals and expatriates, who form a 
significant share of the population (more than nationals 
in some countries), offers great potential to promote tech 
and AI businesses to ensure workforce rationalisation.

The following sections delve into some of the defining 
developments in the Gulf’s tech-driven agenda, 
where data is viewed as the new oil. It does so by first 
highlighting global trends that are influencing the 
Gulf governments’ strategies. It then showcases how 
governments are preparing long-term plans for using 
AI and machine learning as an economic stimulus or 
upgrading workforce efficiency and the responsiveness 
of the government’s delivery mechanisms. It justifies, 
with examples and statistics, why many analysts view 
the region as the next AI hub, with technology playing 
a humongous role in different sectors of the economy.

Global Trends
• To understand the Gulf’s penchant for an AI-driven 

economy, a peek into the evolving global trends 
in this sector would be useful. Following are some 
of the main takeaways from the (Global) AI Index 
Report 2021.

• AI systems can now compose text, audio and images 
to a sufficiently high standard that humans have a 
hard time telling the difference between synthetic 
and non-synthetic outputs for some constrained 
applications of the technology.

• AI investment in drug design and discovery 
increased significantly.

• The number of AI journal publications grew by 34.5% 
from 2019 to 2020 – a much higher percentage 
growth than from 2018 to 2019 (19.6%).

• China overtakes the US in AI journal citations: After 
surpassing the US in the total number of journal 
publications several years ago, China now also leads 
in journal citations; however, the US has consistently 
(and significantly) more AI conference papers 
(which are also more heavily cited) than China over 
the last decade.
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• An AI Index survey conducted in 2020 suggests that 
the world’s top universities have increased their 
investment in AI education since 2016. The number 
of courses that teach students the skills necessary 
to build or deploy a practical AI model on the 
undergraduate and graduate levels has increased by 
102.9% and 41.7%, respectively, between 2016 and 
2020.

• Surveillance technologies are fast, cheap, and 
increasingly ubiquitous: The technologies necessary 
for large-scale surveillance are rapidly maturing, 
with techniques for image classification, face 
recognition, video analysis, and voice identification 
all seeing significant progress in 2020.

• Since Canada published the world’s first national AI 
strategy in 2017, more than 30 other countries and 
regions published similar documents by the end of 
2020.

• The launch of the Global Partnership on AI and 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development AI Policy Observatory and Network of 
Experts on AI in 2020 promoted intergovernmental 
efforts to work together to support the development 
of AI for all.

• AI ethics lacks benchmarks and consensus: Though 
a number of groups are producing a range of 
qualitative or normative outputs in the AI ethics 
domain, the field generally lacks benchmarks that 
can be used to measure or assess the relationship 
between broader societal discussions about 
technology development and the development 
of the technology itself. Further, researchers and 
civil society view AI ethics as more important than 
industrial organizations.

• In response to COVID-19, most major AI conferences 
took place virtually and registered a significant 
increase in attendance as a result. The number of 
attendees across nine conferences almost doubled 
in 2020.4

Global AI Hiring Index (2020)

Relative AI Skill Penetration Rate 
by Country (2015-20)

Global Corporate Investment in AI 
by Investment Activity (2015-20)
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Global Private Investment in AI by 
Focus Area (2019 vs 2020)

Global Industrial Robot 
Installations (2012-2019)

New Industrial Robot Installations 
by Region (2017-19)

Source: The AI Index Report 2021

Gulf’s Leap-Frog Approach
Anyone visiting the Gulf countries for the first time 
is bound to be awed by the glitz and glamour of the 
region’s infrastructure and efficient digital governance 
systems. Some attribute the state-of-the-art facilities 
and receptiveness to advanced technology not so much 
to the mere presence of spare oil revenues but to the 
lack of “legacy infrastructure and systems”. It is argued 
that the latter “allowed the Gulf states to leap-frog and 
embrace new technologies faster than many countries 
in the West. Now they’re hoping to do the same with 
artificial intelligence, by embracing AI faster than 
anyone else.”5

Dell Technologies’ 2020 Digital Transformation Index 
confirms this trend. Saudi Arabia and the UAE are 
indeed ahead of the rest of the world in implementing 
cutting-edge technologies. In 2020, 90% businesses in 
the two countries fast-tracked digital transformation 
programmes, which was ahead of the index’s global 
benchmark of 80%.6

In a curious case of countries with the highest 
dependency on oil being at the forefront of adopting 
AI, the UAE announced that it wants to be the “world’s 
most prepared country for artificial intelligence.” 7  To 
realise this, the government established the world’s 
first AI university in Abu Dhabi and appointed in 2017 
a 27-year-old as minister of artificial intelligence, the 
first time that any country in the world established a 
dedicated AI ministry.

Likewise, Saudi Arabia – one of the world’s largest 
oil producers - set up the Saudi Data and Artificial 
Intelligence Authority to roll out AI in different sectors 
of the economy. The kingdom is particularly keen to 
showcase its smart city called NEOM, which is part of 
its Vision 2030 programme to diversify the economy, as 
a technology hub. Not one to be left behind, the Qatar 
Artificial Intelligence Center was established in early 
2020.

In a reflection of the AI becoming a strategic component 
of the government’s plans, a PWC report predicted that 
the potential impact of AI on the Middle East and Africa, 
would be about $320 billion by 2030. According to the 
report, AI would contribute $135.2 billion to the Saudi 
economy, which translates to about 12.4% of its GDP. 
With the aid of its Artificial Intelligence Strategy 2031, 
the UAE’s is tipped to benefit by $96 billion (13.6% of 
GDP) by 2030. Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait, and Qatar are 
together expected to gain $45.9 billion from AI (8.2% 
of GDP).8
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In a sign of an early start, the total investments in 
the AI sector in the Middle East and Africa region 
between 2008 and 2018 was $9.07 billion. Some of 
the region’s cities now intend to use AI to become fully 
smart, deploying 3D printing for construction and an 
autonomous transportation strategy. AI is tipped to 
influence the following sectors the most - customer 
service, public sector, IT management, manufacturing, 
logistics, supply-chain management, and finance. 

Elaborating on the Saudi strategy, Deputy Minister of 
Technology, Industry and Digital Capabilities Dr Ahmed 
Al Theneyan said: “We’re embracing AI and exploring 
how to use it in an innovative, responsible, and ethical 
way that will advance our Vision 2030 objectives. So 
far the Government has invested around $3 billion in 
building the infrastructure so that the country is AI-
ready and can become a leader in AI use.” 9

Which regions will gain the most 
from AI?

Average annual growth in the 
contribution of AI by region 
between 2018-2030

Contribution of AI to industry in 
2030

Source: Potential Impact of Artificial Intelligence in the Middle East, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers

Energy Sector Efficiency
Both the plans that have been implemented and those 
that are under way underline the Gulf governments’ 
determination to carve a niche as an incubator of 
‘futuristic’ ideas. The UAE estimates that by 2030, AI will 
have a global market value of $15.7 trillion, boosting the 
country’s GDP by 35% and reducing government costs 
by 50%.

Apart from being viewed as technologies of the future, 
AI applications of assisted and augmented intelligence 
are also being employed in the Gulf to enhance 
efficiency and reduce extravagant spending. Fluctuating 
hydrocarbon prices have hindered economic reforms 
and thrown up fiscal challenges for the governments. 
It is now increasingly believed that “AI can assist 
policymakers to identify budget inefficiencies and 
better allocate state spending to programmes and 
departments that demonstrate a measurable impact”.10

With efficiency and thrift in mind, DP World, Dubai’s 
multinational logistics and container terminal operator, 
has implemented a fully-automated Terminal Operating 
System for one of its key container terminals in Jebel Ali 
Port. This includes autonomous systems and remote-
control options for all the amenities in the terminal.

Absolute 
contribution 
in 2030 (US$ 

billions)

Contribution 
of AI to 

Middle East 
GDP by 

industry
Construction and 
Manufacturing $99 12.40%

Energy, Utilities & 
Resources $78 6.30%

Public sector, including 
health and education $59 18.60%

Financial, Professional, 
Administrative Services $38 13.60%

Retail, Wholesale Trade, 
Consumer Goods, 
Accommodation and 
Food Services

$23 19%

Transport and Logistics $12 15.20%
Technology, Media, 
Telecommunications $10 14%
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Further, demonstrating how AI will also play a role in 
the main business of the region – the energy sector 
- Aramco Trading Company, which transports Saudi 
Aramco’s oil supplies to global markets, and developer 
Maana have applied an AI maritime fleet optimisation 
tool dedicatedly built for the oil and gas industry. This 
helps enhance schedules across the fleet with a single 
click and offer different scenarios and insights to 
facilitate better planning and execution.

It is estimated that energy projects in the Middle East 
and North Africa region could witness about $1 trillion 
in investments over the next few years. According to 
the 2018 Arab Petroleum Investments Corporation 
annual report while $345 billion had already been 
committed to projects under execution, the rest was 
expected to be made available to boost “critical” energy 
projects. The report showed that the upstream areas 
that were expected to benefit the most from digital 
technology were production (28%), geological and 
geophysical (27%), and drilling and completion (19%). 
“The integration of AI in the oil and gas sector has 
already started taking shape with research underway 
into creating ‘digital oilfields’ of the future,” the report 
stressed. The digital oilfield will “radically change how 
oilfield workers, machines, and the holistic enterprise 
operate to achieve results and compete in the new 
digital world”.

The new digital oilfield will be a “disruptive technology 
that creates new value streams for exploration and 
production ranging from automated decisions and 
reactions in real time to massively improved operational 
efficiencies, connected infrastructure platforms, 
and much better interaction between machines and 
humans….At a simple level, artificial intelligence will 
be used to increase the accuracy of predictions to 
near-cognitive robotic comprehension in machine 
learning…In the oil and gas sector, technologies such 
as AI, the Internet of Things, machine learning and 
big data analytics can serve producers by increasing 
productivity and streamlining processes, all while 
helping companies attract and retain talent and remain 
secure and compliant…From exploration to drilling, 
from production to transportation, from storage to 
trading – the intelligent cloud and the intelligent edge 
come together to deliver industry-specific solutions 
that can lift petrochemical players into new eras of 
optimisation, efficiency and profitability”.11

Innovate or Perish
In the non-oil sector, the UAE announced in late 2017 
the Strategy for the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Its 
focus areas include innovative education, artificial 

intelligence, nanotechnology, intelligent genomic 
medicine, robotic healthcare and wearable-implantable 
technologies. 

It also aims to achieve “future security of water and food 
supply by using bioengineering sciences and advanced 
renewable energy technologies; enhance economic 
security by adopting digital economy and blockchain 
technologies in financial transactions and services; 
optimise the utilisation of satellite data in planning 
future cities; and develop advanced defence industries 
by developing national industries in the field of robotics 
and autonomous vehicle technologies.”12

The UAE’s post-mobile phase Strategy for Artificial 
Intelligence covers multiple sectors – from transport to 
renewable energy to space exploration. It also promotes 
investment in AI to enable delivery of services to 
citizens. These include achieving the objectives of 
UAE Centennial 2071 (100 years since the federation 
was formed) through targetting efficient management 
of renewable energy facilities, minimal chronic and 
dangerous diseases, fewer road accidents, more 
engaged citizens through responses to policy changes, 
better-value government services at lower costs, 
industry-aligned education, and conducting accurate 
space experiments, among others. 

Translating this into reality, Dubai’s AI Lab fosters 
machine learning to government services and city 
experiences, to enhance quality of life and tourism. 
The emirate, which is an example of a non-oil economy 
rooted in trade, transit and tourism, has also deployed 
two public service AI-driven chat bots - ‘Rashid’ and 
‘Mahboub’ - that provide reliable and official answers to 
questions about many government services (licenses, 
registration, tax, post, etc.) and transport services, 
respectively. 

Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 strategy is also rooted in a 
thriving digital economy that could supplement oil 
income. Some ground-breaking AI initiatives that offer 
an insight to the future are the world’s first robot citizen, 
‘Sophia’; another is the planned $500 billion megacity 
NEOM, an automated new future city that could have 
“more robots than people”. According to Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman Al Saud: “Everything 
will have a link with artificial intelligence and IoT.” To 
facilitate this ambitious agenda, Riyadh is accelerating 
its digital drive to test the markets. Zain, a regional 
telecommunications firm, deployed 5G commercial 
operations across some 20 Saudi cities in late 2019, 
following a similar rollout in Kuwait.13

To link the tech-oriented economic diversification plan 
with developing a knowledge economy, the governments 
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are modifying the field of education by prioritising the 
adoption of advanced technology into the school and 
university curriculum. One such example is in the UAE’s 
Higher Colleges of Technology teaching ‘AI Discovery’ 
as a course. Workshops with leading IT companies are 
advocating cognitive computing capabilities such as 
visual recognition and AI conversation. A participant 
at one such workshop said the programme provided 
training to “simulate or make a machine think and 
respond just like humans do…Each one of us created an 
AI model, which we trained to respond to questions.”14

Unlike the lead taken by the private sector in many 
parts of the world, the governments in the Gulf have 
been more proactive with technological innovation. The 
welfare state is targeting the use of AI in services like 
healthcare, education, transport, and policing, among 
others, to ensure that it creates added value for the 
people, apart from contributing to the economy. This 
is then rubbing off on the private sector too. According 
to research firm Gartner, 91% of enterprises are likely 
to use AI in the short term. PwC forecasts that by 
2030, AI is expected to provide revenues to the tune 
of 19% in the public and retail sectors, and 15% in the 
transportation and logistics businesses. To achieve this, 
for example, Dubai is targeting 25% of all journeys via 
AI-aided driverless transport by 2030.15

Innovate or Perish

Innovate or Perish

Estimated increase in output due to 
application of AI in industries

Source: UAE National Strategy for Artificial Intelligence - 2031
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Future Fast Forward 
In addition to efficiency and cost cutting factors, the 
UAE’s Future Cities Show 2017 underlined the objectives 
of exploring and showcasing living spaces of innovation 
and happiness, powered by latest technology - to 
“establish tomorrow’s leading cities that can surpass 
reality.”16 If the journey from the past to the present - 
from camel to cruise and oil to non-oil economy in less 
than half a century - is any indicator of the Gulf countries’ 
progress, it is easy to envision that the region’s plans for 
the future can indeed surpass reality.

A slew of achievements and plans indicate that ‘future’ 
is not a limitless abstract in the leadership’s scheme of 
things. The strategies are figurative and have phased 
timeframes that could be categorised under short-, 
medium - and long-term and distant future.  

In the UAE’s future clock, short-term is really short. In 
fact, so short that Dubai will launch autonomous taxi 
drones flying passengers ‘soon’. All that one must do on 
the EHang 184 is “press a button and then it vertically 
takes off and flies from point A to point B, and lands.”17 

In an age of technologically-induced short human 
memory, a driverless shuttle - EZ10 - debuted on a less-
than-a-kilometre trial route on Mohammed Bin Rashid 
Boulevard in Dubai in 2018. This adds to the trailblazer 
Dubai Metro that has been running driverless since 
2009. And, inaugurating the world’s first 3D-printed 
‘Office of the Future’ in 2015, Dubai said: “We implement 
what we plan, and we pursue actions not theories. The 
rapidly changing world requires us to accelerate our 
pace of development, for history does not recognise our 
plans but our achievements.” 

All these plans are not being pictured in a vacuum. The 
Ministry of Cabinet Affairs and Future is mandated with 
the dual strategies of the post-oil portfolio – economic 
diversification through innovation and developing a 
strategy that ensures the readiness of multiple sectors 
to new changes.

Pandemic Push 
Both public and private sectors in the Gulf accelerated the 
pace of adoption of AI and other emerging technologies 
after the onset of Covid-19. To understand the source of 
the coronavirus, G42 Healthcare, an Abu Dhabi-based AI 
and cloud computing company, initiated its own SARS-
CoV2 genome sequencing study in 2019. The company 
also announced its collaboration with China’s Sinopharm 
CNBG to develop Hayat-Vax ¬– “Hayat” meaning “life” in 
Arabic – which will make the UAE the first Arab country 
to develop its own COVID-19 vaccine. 

Group 42 also announced a new partnership with the 
UK’s Serco Group to develop AI and IoT solutions for 
facilities management and support the outsourcing 
company’s shift towards data-driven operations. In 
another initiative, G42 announced Abu Dhabi’s first 
public trial of driverless vehicle services will begin by the 
end of 2021. Initially, three autonomous vehicles (AVs) 
will provide transport services to tourists and residents 
visiting an entertainment and shopping arena, but the 
plan is to steadily increase both the coverage and the 
number of AVs involved.18

Amid the pandemic, about 30 UAE ministries and other 
government and private entities participated in the 
third edition of the Artificial Intelligence Programme 
organised in cooperation with the Kellogg College, 
University of Oxford. The training targetted enhancing 
the capabilities in employing AI tools and ethics, as well 
as dealing with associated security risks. In its first and 
second editions, the programme enabled the graduation 
of nearly 200 UAE nationals from government and 
private sector entities.19

Strategic Component 
Taiwan is the leader of the foundry market or the 
outsourcing of semiconductor manufacturing. It is 
home to the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co, 
the world’s largest foundry that supplies chips to major 
US tech firms.20 But a large part of the Gulf countries’ 
AI strategies are tied to the plans of the global leader 
in 5G infrastructure - China. The Asian giant, which has 
had a huge leap in commercial ties with the region over 
the last two decades, is also investing heavily in a broad 
range of advanced technologies and introducing them 
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beyond its borders to expand its economic influence. 
Other than AI, China has also focussed on smart and 
safe cities, as well as unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), 
which resonate well in the region.

Leading the race is 5G provider Huawei, which is aiding 
Dubai’s AI-based ‘Police without a Policeman’ project. 
Similarly, Abu Dhabi Investment Office signed a deal 
with Chinese AI firm SenseTime in 2019 to base its 
regional research and development headquarters in the 
UAE. Beijing is also working with Riyadh on AI-based 
crowd control tools to manage security at Saudi holy 
sites, especially during Hajj pilgrimages. Taking this one 
step further, Huawei has strategically promoted its Safe 
City surveillance technology to Saudi Arabia to counter 
extremism.

To shape the future of smart cities in the desert, Hong 
Kong-based Wai Hung and Kuwait’s Investment Projects 
General Trading Company signed a deal to construct 
one million smart parking spaces in nine Middle East 
countries.  Extending the use of AI to aid its environment-
friendly projects, Saudi Arabia is introducing solar-
powered trash bins to collect and autonomously sort 
empty plastic bottles.

In the defence arena, the UAE purchased the Chinese 
Wing Loong I drones in 2016 and Wing Loong II in 
2018 after the United States refused to sell its latest 
weaponised drones citing the impact of the war in 
Yemen. In 2017, Beijing announced that Riyadh was 
interested in purchasing about 300 Wing Loong II UAVs. 
The two governments also struck a deal to manufacture 
CH-4 drones in Saudi Arabia.21

While there are other equally competent players in Asia, 
some experts feel that “Chinese academic institutions, 
private firms, and government entities are well 
positioned to support Gulf’s emerging tech spheres. 
Universities and research organisations in China play 
a dominating role in producing inventions and patents 
for distributed AI, deep learning, and neurorobotics. 
And the Chinese multinational technology firm Huawei 
not only possesses a clear AI strategy, which involves 
investments in AI research and developing a global AI 
ecosystem and talent pipeline, but also manages 5G 
mobile infrastructure projects across the Gulf region.” 22

In fact, China and Huawei’s hi-tech role in the region 
has become a source of geopolitical tension involving 
the governments of the region and the United States, 
which is the chief security guarantor in the Gulf. 
Washington flagged in 2020 Huawei’s role in the UAE’s 
5G infrastructure projects, claiming that it would make 
it “difficult” for American and Gulf military forces to 
communicate securely. “These (Gulf) states have to 

weigh the value of their partnership with the United 
States,” said former US assistant secretary of state for 
Near Eastern affairs David Schenker.23

Conclusion and Recommendation
It is evident that AI is increasingly becoming a multi-
sectoral transformative tool around the world. To 
reap the benefits of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 
the mostly oil-dependent Gulf governments are also 
pouring money into AI innovation.

From the year 813 to 1455, the Middle East was the 
most advanced and cutting-edge region of the world. 
Thereafter, the Middle East overlooked the invention 
of the Gutenberg printing press that was embraced by 
other regions in the world leading to a centuries-long 
technological gap. “Today we are still paying the price,” 
the UAE’s minister for AI said. “As the world stands on 
the brink of another technological innovation that is 
already making a huge impact on the personal and 
professional lives of people all around the world – AI – 
the UAE will not make the same mistake again…In fact, 
the UAE is determined not only to be an early adopter 
of the technology – but a world leader by 2031…
Everyone is talking about AI…Whoever is going to lead 
in the Artificial Intelligence race will lead the future. This 
technology will change the world…They are the first 
thing you use in the morning and the last thing you use 
at the end of the day.”24

Backing this official approach is another major ground 
reality that is favouring the region’s successful 
implementation of AI - the presence of 200 nationalities 
in the Gulf countries. This provides a diverse talent pool 
to both incubate and implement AI technologies, thus 
serving as an AI laboratory of the world which depends 
on the ‘3 Vs’ - volume of data, variety of data and 
velocity (how quickly this data can be used).

The research and development ventures symbolise the 
latest dreams of Gulf policy-makers. In recent years, the 
Gulf governments have been astute buyers of advanced 
technology. Along with ambitious policies to embrace 
emerging technologies, build smart cities and leverage 
AI, there is also now momentum behind policies 
that actively encourage home-grown technology 
development. The region’s nascent R&D sector has 
already become an early beneficiary of this policy shift 
and it is a sector that the world can expect to hear much 
more in the future.

AI can also boost productivity in pre-existing strategic 
sectors of the economy. As the PwC report forecasts, 
the largest economic contributions from AI will be in 
the finance, public services and manufacturing sectors, 
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which are closely linked to hydrocarbon sector in the 
Gulf region. If utilised appropriately, AI could lead 
to applications that unlock new value from energy 
resources. 

Equally, it is also true that not all Gulf countries are 
genuine technology hotspots. As governments allocate 
larger budgets to AI-related initiatives and try to 
attract top technology firms, competition over foreign 
investments will intensify. But there is no doubt that 
while economic gains from AI may not be equitably 
distributed across the region, the economic pie is big 
enough to share if split prudently.

In this milieu, following are some recommendations to 
the regional governments to ensure that the momentum 
remains unaffected amid likely challenges.

• Keep the foot on the tech-driven economic 
diversification pedal despite prevailing high oil prices. 
In fact, higher oil revenues must lead to increased 
outlays for the tech and AI research and development 
activities both within the country and through joint 
ventures in tech incubators abroad.

• Evolve contingency plans to guard against geopolitical 
and socio-economic issues, supply chain constraints 
and disruptive changes arising from traditional and 
non-traditional threats (like the pandemic, which 
created huge bottlenecks in the production and 
delivery systems of tech products that hurt tech 
advancement plans in many countries).

• Ensure frequent upgrade of educational curriculums 
to ensure that they are in sync with an increasingly 
tech-reliant economy and job market, keeping in 
mind that a knowledge-driven economy is key to the 
success of economic diversification, especially in the 
private sector.

• From an ethical viewpoint, devise and promote 
‘responsible AI’ - systems that enhance societal impact 
and minimise negative outcomes. This could be done 
by encouraging accountability and transparency when 
rolling out new tech-based services.

• Enrich security and cybersecurity mechanisms to 
counter new forms of threats.

• Exercise strategic autonomy in deciding tech-based 
plans and deals, without succumbing to political 
pressure.
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