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It was the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, First 
President of the United Arab Emirates and Father of 
the Nation, who said: “Future generations will be living 
in a world that is very di�erent from that to which we 
are accustomed. It is essential that we prepare 
ourselves and our children for that new world.”

It is innovation that drives change and innovation 
never stops, which is why Sheikh Zayed’s quote is as 
applicable today as the day he first said it – and why 
his statement has reverberated with me over the 
past few weeks in particular as the country has 
celebrated UAE Innovation Month 2020.

Held throughout February and with ‘The UAE 
Innovates in Preparation for the Next 50 Years’ as its 
theme this year, the annual festival focuses on 
strengthening the country’s position as a global hub 
for innovation.

The ‘50 Year Challenge’ was also launched as part 
of UAE Innovation Month 2020, providing an 
opportunity for all citizens and residents in the UAE 
to come up with innovative and practical solutions 
that will contribute in building the next 50 years in 
four areas – zero accidents, zero carbon emission, 
zero obesity and zero plastic.

I look forward to discovering the winning innovative 
ideas and learning how they will shake-up the 
landscape and create opportunities in each associated 
business sector.

I’m also delighted to announce that more than 200 
projects have already been submitted for this year’s 
Future Entrepreneurs Award – an initiative organised by 
Abu Dhabi Chamber.

Aimed at school and university students, 114 schools 
and universities from across Abu Dhabi have expressed 
their desire to participate this year, and we’re expecting 
more than 3000 projects will be submitted in total – a 
50% increase over the first edition of the award.

After intense scrutiny, 100 projects will be shortlisted 
to join the Future Entrepreneurs Exhibition, scheduled to 
take place in April, before the winners are announced.

As we well know, innovation drives productivity and 
productivity drives economic growth, which is why we 
should keep encouraging new ideas as we strive to design 
the future and enrich the quality of life in the UAE.

Mohamed Helal Al Mheiri
Director General, Abu Dhabi Chamber

A Motivate Connect Publication
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ECONOMIC 
MOMENTUM 
TO SURGE 
IN 2020
The UAE’s economy is set to accelerate this year as a 
number of factors combine to create a strong stimulus 
that will fuel growth.

O
ver the past few years, the federal government, and the authorities in 
Abu Dhabi, Dubai and the Northern Emirates, have been engaged in 
creating a robust economic environment that is conducive for private 
sector growth.

“The economic prospects of the United Arab Emirates, the most diver-
sified economy in the Gulf Cooperation Council group, are looking better 

in 2020,” said First Abu Dhabi Bank in its annual Global Investment Outlook.
The country’s largest bank by assets said that the pace of economic activ-

ity should “gain momentum” throughout the year with “ongoing initiatives to 
diversify the economy and apply targeted fiscal stimulus”. 

The International Monetary Fund also forecasts that the country will grow 
2.5% in 2020, a significant acceleration compared to the 1.6% the institution esti-
mated for 2019. Much of that will be driven by growth outside the energy sector, as 
the IMF expects non-oil growth to accelerate to 3% in 2020 from 1.6% last year, 
driven by government growth initiatives.
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 Abu Dhabi’s 
GDP grew 2.7% at 
constant prices in 
the third quarter  
of 2019 

The focus on economic reforms over the past 
few years has helped the country maintain its 
status as the region’s unparalleled economic, 
logistics and tourism hub.

In 2018, the federal government allowed full 
foreign direct investment in 122 economic activi-
ties across 13 sectors, and introduced 10-year 
visas to stimulate private sector activity and pro-
mote tourism. The Abu Dhabi Government also 
unveiled an economic stimulus package of AED50 
billion, along with a raft of economic initiatives to 
ease the cost of doing business and accelerate the 
Emirate’s non-oil GDP over the next three years. 

In November, Abu Dhabi Executive Council 
decided to exempt all new economic licences 
issued in the Emirate from all local fees for two 
years, effective from the date of issue.

Last year, the federal government also passed 
a new insolvency law to ensure equal support for 
debtor and creditor interests. To attract more 
tourism inflow, the UAE also unveiled multi-
entry, five-year tourist visas. 

“Apart from the state-sponsored growth push, 
lower interest rates are also set to give the coun-
try’s economy a boost,” FAB noted in its report.

“The UAE is also poised to reap the benefits of 
structural reforms amid positive monetary con-
ditions that should spur strong credit growth,” 
FAB noted.
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Indeed, the public sector’s credit growth has 
been driven by various megaprojects whose ben-
efits should trickle down to the private sector.

The FAB report added: “According to data 
from regional think-tank MEED, almost $126 
billion worth of projects were under execution 
in the UAE at the end of the third quarter of 
2019, with nearly $21.5 billion worth of pro-
jects awarded in 2019 at that point. These were 
mostly related to oil and gas, real estate and the 
World Expo 2020.”

The Institute of Chartered Accountants 
in England and Wales (ICAEW) also said it 
expects stronger momentum this year from the 
UAE economy.

“Investment is ongoing and it is hoped that 
Expo 2020 will attract 25 million visitors (14 
million from overseas) in the six months it is 
open. We maintain our expectation that non-oil 
GDP growth will accelerate in 2020, to 2.8%,” 
the ICAEW said in a report.

ECONOMIC INDICATORS
A number of economic indicators and data point 
to higher growth going forward. Real GDP 
growth in the UAE grew 1.3% in the third quar-
ter of 2019, from 1.8% in the second quarter.

The overall real GDP is projected to grow by 
2.3% in 2019 driven by the growth in the non-
oil sector – expected to reach 1.4% in 2019 

 The UAE is the 
region’s unparalleled 
economic, logistics 
and tourism hub

“According to data from regional think-
tank MEED, almost $126 bill ion worth of 

projects were under e xecution in the UAE 
at the end of the third quarter of 2019, 

with nearly $21.5 bill ion worth of projects 
awarded in 2019 at that point ”

FIRST ABU DHABI BANK, GLOBAL INVESTMENT OUTLOOK
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compared to 1.3% in 2018 – and by the oil sector, 
with a growth forecast of 4.9% in 2019 com-
pared to 2.8% in 2018.

Abu Dhabi’s GDP grew 2.7% at constant prices 
in the third quarter of 2019, according to new data 
from the Statistics Centre Abu Dhabi (SCAD).

“Abu Dhabi’s GDP has shown significant 
growth at both constant and current prices 
across sectors, proving the effectiveness of the 
financial and economic policies formulated by 
Abu Dhabi’s wise leadership. Despite the fluc-
tuations in (the) global economy, Abu Dhabi’s 
economy has maintained its stability, thanks 
to the flexible economic diversification model 
adopted by the Emirate,” said SCAD’s Acting 
Director General Abdullah Al Suwaidi.

Other economic indicators also point to an 
improving economic performance. The country 
recorded a trade surplus of $18 billion in the first 
nine months of 2019, according to state news 
agency WAM. Government revenues rose 3.5% 
to AED359.2 billion during the first three quar-
ters of the year compared to the same period in 
2018, while expenses stood at AED292.88 bil-
lion, a 4.2% jump year-on-year.

BIG MOVER
The UAE economy’s all-round strong perfor-
mance has earned the country a strong placing 
in US News’ annual ranking. The UAE was 
ranked as the No.1 ‘Mover’ in a ranking of 80 
economies that it believes are up-and-coming 
economies. Other mover economies were India, 
China, Egypt, Japan and Thailand.

Overall, the UAE was ranked 22nd among 
80 countries, by the paper, as the country fared 
well in the areas of quality of life (ranked 25th), 
cultural influence (22nd) and entrepreneur-
ship (23rd). The UAE was also ranked high in 
secondary areas such as starting a career (4th), 
forward-thinking (13th), and headquartering a 
corporation (23rd).

Separately, the UAE also ranked first in the 
Middle East and 21st globally on the Global 
Labour Resilience Index 2020, out of 145 
nations, in January.

The Index measures the level of future unem-
ployment risks that countries face based on 
geographical disparities, structural shifts, 
policy and technology changes and their impact 
on the labour market.

 The country 
recorded a trade 
surplus of $18 billion 
in the first nine 
months of 2019
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These higher rankings come amid the UAE’s 
rising trajectory in the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Competitiveness Report 2019. The UAE 
was ranked as the 25th most competitive econ-
omy in the world out of 141 nations, compared 
to 27th place in the 2018 survey.

The UAE’s ranking rose on the back of signifi-
cant improvements in its ICT adoption and skills 
that complement long-standing competitive 
advantages, such as its stable macroeconomic 
environment, sound product market and infra-
structure. 

“Abu Dhabi ’s economy has 
maintained its stabil it y, 

thanks to the fle xible economic 
diversification model adopted  

by the Emirate”
ABDULLAH AL SUWAIDI,  

ACTING DIRECTOR GENERAL, SCAD

US NEWS MOVERS RANKINGS 2020
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DATA 
TRANSMISSION
I

n mid-January, the Abu Dhabi-based arti-
ficial intelligence and cloud computing 
company Group 42 acquired Bayanat, a 
company specialised in customised geospa-
tial data products.

The acquisition not only strengthened 
Group 42, it helped to highlight the capital’s role 
as a hub for the development of artificial intelli-
gence (AI), with both companies at the forefront 
of innovation in their respective fields. 

Group 42 has one of the largest and most pow-
erful cloud computing capabilities in the region 
and is driving excellence and leadership in AI 
research via its subsidiary, The Inception Insti-
tute of Artificial Intelligence. 

It also has an advanced data annotation centre, 
an extensive partnership network, and is aligned 
with the economic vision of Abu Dhabi through 
its strategic direction.

“We believe their [Bayanat’s] expertise in the 
geospatial domain will significantly contribute 
toward expanding and improving our product 
and service offering,” said Peng Xiao, Group 42’s 
Chief Executive. “This acquisition reflects G42’s 
continuous effort to deliver cutting-edge AI-ena-
bled solutions to the region, as it gives us access 
to technology, expertise and high-quality geo-
graphical data that will be used to nourish our 
algorithms further.”

The acquisition of Bayanat followed Group 
42’s partnership with the Department of Health 
– Abu Dhabi, which was announced late last year 
and is designed to deliver the first genome pro-
gramme in the UAE. In November, the company 
also announced a joint venture with Abu Dhabi’s 
ADNOC to create AI-enabled solutions for the oil 
and gas industry.

Bayanat, meanwhile, has been a leader in 
the geospatial domain since its launch in 2010, 
providing topographic, hydrographic and aero-
nautical products and charts, as well as spatial 
data surveying, analysis, management, model-
ling, visualisation and cartography services. It 
was born out of the commercialisation of the 
UAE Military Survey Department, a sector of 
the UAE Armed Forces, and one of its key roles 
is to also support the development of the UAE.

“From day one, our vision has been to be fore-
runners in our industry not only in the region, 
but globally,” said Mohammed Al Beloushi, Chief 
Executive of Bayanat. “Group 42 will further 
bolster our vision, having the region’s most pow-
erful computing capability and their reputation 
for being thought leaders in AI research and the 
development of world-class industry solutions.”

Both Group 42 and Bayanat are prime exam-
ples of the kind of companies the UAE is seeking 
to encourage, especially within the realm of AI. 
The country has launched the UAE Strategy for 
Artificial Intelligence, appointed the world’s first 
Minister of State for Artificial Intelligence, and 
encouraged AI’s adoption across both the public 
and private sectors. 

It has also launched innovation labs and 
start-up incubators, made AI an integral part 
of government policy, and established partner-
ships with leading companies and universities 
from around the world. All with the intention of 
facilitating the development of an AI ecosystem 
capable of matching the best in the world. 

What’s more, the country presents start-ups 
with the best access to capital. In March last year, 
Abu Dhabi committed $272 million to support 
technology start-ups through the launch of Hub 

Group 42’s acquisition of Bayanat is 
another step forward in Abu Dhabi’s 
role as an AI development hub.

12 . BUSINESS VOICE



ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

MARCH 2020 . 13



“ This acquisit ion reflects G42’s continuous 
effort to deliver cut ting-edge AI-enabled 

solutions to the region, as it gives us access 
to technology, e xpertise and high-qualit y 

geographical data that will be used to nourish 
our algorithms further” 

PENG XIAO, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, GROUP 42

71 as it seeks to diversify its economy. It has also 
been working hard to increase business activity 
and boost the Emirate’s economy, with recent 
government moves designed to stimulate invest-
ment, create jobs and encourage innovation. 

Amongst them is Ghadan 21, a $13.6 billion 
stimulus package unveiled by His Highness 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown 
Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme Com-
mander of the UAE Armed Forces. The first 
phase includes over 50 initiatives, amongst them 
the $145.6 million Ghadan Ventures Fund, which 
has been established to support the Emirate’s 
venture capital and start-up ecosystem.

The end result is companies such as Narra-
tiva, which was founded in 2015 and is part of 
Abu Dhabi’s Flat6Labs Accelerator. An auto-
mated content generation platform, Narrativa’s 
proprietary AI system, Gabriele, utilises com-
prehensive data analysis, natural language 
generation and real-time automation to create 
narratives in specific fields without human over-
sight. That means practically translating big 
data into easily digestible text. 

“Narrativa was created from the belief that tech-
nology can be used to transform the world in a 
positive way,” said David Llorente, the company’s 
Chief Executive and one of its four co-founders. 
“Gabriele, our AI proprietary technology, is sup-
porting businesses throughout the world who want 
to grow by anticipating trends and engaging cus-
tomers in a way that is unique and that matters.”

Also pushing the boundaries of AI in the Emir-
ate is Alef Education, which is using machine 
learning to transform digital educational within 

 Group 42’s 
partnership with 
the Department 
of Health – Abu 
Dhabi is designed 
to deliver the first 
genome programme 
in the UAE

OIL & GASGOVERNMENT HEALTHCARE FINANCE AVIATION  
& LEISURE

SMART CITIES

INDUSTRIES SERVED BY GROUP 42 
Group 42's strategic direction is aligned with the economic vision and priorities of Abu Dhabi,  
focused on the following sectors:
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the K12 sector. A global education technology 
company, it was launched in 2015 to address the 
needs of the public school system in the UAE 
and has worked closely with the government to 
bring the platform to over 50,000 students in 137 
public schools and 14 private schools across the 
country. Its platform is also being used by three 
schools in the US. 

In November last year Alef Education also part-
nered with Google to explore opportunities to 
certify and train teacher development coaches. The 
partnership will investigate ways to align product 
and technology offerings in order to enhance class-
room experiences for learners and educators.

“Since our inception in 2015, Alef Education has 
set its vision to transform the digital education 
space using artificial intelligence and by creating 
a holistic and integrated learning platform,” said 
Geoffrey Alphonso, CEO Alef Education.

Also leveraging the power of AI is Saal, which 
works across the education, healthcare, finance 

and public sectors. The company’s AI framework, 
saal.ai, utilises natural language processing, 
computer vision, automatic speech recognition 
and graph theory and is capable of cognitive tasks 
such as reasoning, inference and retrieval.

“Saal.ai aims to use the power of computing to 
represent information and data, to solve complex 
tasks that require the incorporation of findings 
from logic, to automate various kinds of rea-
soning and impact industries, beginning with 
education, healthcare and banking,” said Vikra-
man Poduval, the company’s Chief Executive. 

“For students, saal.ai will be a knowledge 
partner that fosters curiosity and engage-
ment. In medicine it will enhance the patient 
experience by learning continuously, to facili-
tate proactive actions and allow for increased 
doctor productivity. While in banking it will 
ensure faster and safer services – allowing 
businesses to focus on what matters most to 
them and their customers.” 

TRANSPORT

RENEWABLE ENGERY

WATER

EDUCATION

ENVIRONMENT TRAFFIC

TECHNOLOGY

HEALTH

THE UAE’S AI STRATEGY COVERS THE FOLLOWING SECTORS:

To reduce accidents and  
cut operational costs

To manage facilities

To conduct analysis and studies 
to provide water sources

To cut costs and enhance desire 
for education

To increase forestation rate To reduce accidents and tra�c 
jams and draw more e�ective 

tra�c policies

To increase productivity and 
help with general spending

To minimise chronic and  
dangerous diseases

SPACE
To help conduct accurate  

experiments, reduce rate of 
costly mistakes
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T
he vision of a nationwide rail network connecting the seven Emirates of the 

UAE has moved a step closer. Construction of the track connecting Ghu-

weifat on the Abu Dhabi border with Saudi Arabia to Fujairah on the east 

coast has begun, with the pan-Emirates railway network set to redefine 

logistics and transport in the region. 

Etihad Rail’s 1,200 kilometre network will run from the border of Saudi 

Arabia to the border of Oman and is being developed and implemented in two 

main stages. Stage One, which links the gas fields at Shah and Habshan to the 

port of Ruwais, became commercially operational in January 2016. To date, more 

than 20 million tonnes of granulated sulphur has been transported to Ruwais, 

where the sulphur is processed for export.
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“As 2020, the year of preparing for the 
ne x t 50 years, begins, we launch the 

construction works for this pivotal 
national project that will generate a 

paradigm shif t in the country ’s transport 
sector, consolidating the UAE ’s posit ion 

at both regional and global le vels”

Stage Two will extend 605 kilometres from 
Ghuweifat to Fujairah and will be followed by 
future route additions. It is this stage that has 
now reached the construction phase, with Stage 
Two being carried out in a series of packages. The 
first, Package A, will run for 139 kilometres from 
Ghuweifat to Ruwais, where it will connect with 
Stage One of the network. 

Together the two stages will link the UAE’s 
principal centres of trade, industry, export, man-
ufacturing, production, logistics and population.

At the launch of Package A recently, His High-
ness Sheikh Theyab bin Mohamed bin Zayed 
Al Nahyan, Chairman of the Abu Dhabi Crown 
Prince’s Court and Chairman of Etihad Rail, said 
the beginning of Stage Two work was a remark-
able day for Etihad Rail.

“As 2020, the year of preparing for the next 50 
years, begins, we launch the construction works 
for this pivotal national project that will gener-
ate a paradigm shift in the country’s transport 
sector, consolidating the UAE’s position at both 
regional and global levels,” added Sheikh Theyab. 

The design and build, civil engineering and 
track works for Package A will be carried out 
as a joint venture between the China State Con-
struction Engineering Corporation and South 
Korea’s SK Engineering and Construction. It is 
estimated that 700,000 cubic metres of ballast, 
30 million tonnes of earthwork, and the installa-
tion of over 450,000 concrete sleepers provided 
by Etihad Rail’s own manufacturing plant will 
be used during the construction of Package A. 

“With this launch, we are witnessing a remark-
able day for Etihad Rail as we witness the 
transition from planning and design to actual 
implementation of the project on the ground, fol-
lowing in the footsteps of our founding fathers 
as we implement one of the nation’s most strate-
gic projects, one that contributes to the economic 
development of the country by providing a safe, 
reliable and integrated alternative mode of trans-
port,” said Sheikh Theyab.

Package B will run for 216 kilometres from Tarif 
to Saih Shuaib, while Package C will extend 94 kil-
ometres from Jebel Ali to Sharjah. Combined they 
will link Khalifa Port, Khalifa Industrial City and 
Jebel Ali Port, with the contracts for both pack-
ages awarded to the China Railway Construction 
Corporation Ltd and Ghantoot Transport & Gen-
eral Contracting Company. 

Package D will run for 132 kilometres from 
Sharjah to Fujairah, providing connectivity to 
the Port of Fujairah and Khorfakkan. The civil 

 Larson and Toubro 
Ltd and Power 
China International 
will construct the 
network’s freight 
facilities

H.H. SHEIKH THEYAB BIN MOHAMED BIN ZAYED 
AL NAHYAN, CHAIRMAN, ABU DHABI CROWN 

PRINCE’S COURT AND CHAIRMAN, ETIHAD RAIL

works and construction contract for Package D 
was awarded to a joint venture between the China 
Railway Construction Corporation and National 
Projects and Construction. The contract includes 
the responsibility for building 15 tunnels through 
the Hajar Mountains, as well as the construction 
of 35 bridges and 32 underpasses. In total, the 
contract is valued at AED4.6 billion.

“The awarding of this contract is a highly sig-
nificant achievement as Etihad Rail follows its 
path to progressing one of the most important 
and economically strategic projects in the UAE,” 
said Sheikh Theyab at the signing of the contract  
in December. “While expanding a vital sector 
that constitutes the lifeline of our national econ-
omy, we continue to provide a safe, modern, and 
sustainable national railway network that meets 
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the aspirations and expectations of our nation 
and its leaders, supporting the UAE’s position 
as a major link in the regional and global supply 
chain, and as a key player in the logistics system.”  

A contract to construct the railway network’s 
freight facilities was also signed in late January by 
Etihad Rail and a joint venture between Larson 
and Toubro Limited and Power China Interna-
tional. Valued at AED1.87 billion, the contract 
will see the two companies survey, design, con-
struct, test and pre-commission each facility.  

The series of freight facilities will be located 
in Ruwais, Industrial City of Abu Dhabi, Khal-
ifa Port, Dubai Industrial City, Jebel Ali Port, 
Al Ghayl and Siji, Fujairah Port and Khorfak-
kan Port and will be capable of undertaking all 
loading and unloading operations. They will also 
provide container storage and maintenance.

Freight and logistics lie at the heart of Etihad 
Rail. It is hoped that the state-of-the-art network 
will act as a catalyst for economic growth by pro-
viding unique solutions for freight movement, 
distribution, handling, logistics and clearances.

Linking the ports of Fujairah and Khorfakkan 
to the railway network, for example, will allow for 

700K 
CUBIC METRES 

OF BALLAST

450K+ 
CONCRETE 
SLEEPERS

 H.H. Sheikh Theyab bin Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan 
launches construction work of Package A, Stage Two, of 
the rail network

the transportation of up to two million 20-foot 
equivalent container units annually. In addition, 
Etihad Rail trains will carry up to 30 million 
tonnes of construction material annually to dis-
tribution centres in Abu Dhabi and Dubai, cutting 
the overall cost of transport and reducing on-road 
truck trips by more than 2,000 journeys per day. 

This will contribute to the improvement of the 
UAE’s freight and transport sectors by enabling 
faster and more efficient distribution of goods by 
linking the UAE’s principal centres of manufac-
turing, production and population to strategic 
ports, facilitating the advancement of economic 
and social development and achieving a quantita-
tive boost to the freight traffic and logistics sector.

Sustainability and efficiency are also key. For 
example, one single Stage One train journey 
between Shah or Habshan and Ruwais removes 
approximately 300 trucks from the road, reduc-
ing carbon dioxide emissions by 70 to 80% 
compared with the amount emitted by trucks 
required to transport the same tonnage.

The cost-effective railway network will also 
include a full range of passenger services in the 
future. Once fully established, the passenger net-
work will connect principal centres of population 
within the UAE and subsequently link to neigh-
bouring GCC countries via the planned GCC 
railway network. 

30  
MILLION 

TONNES OF 
EARTHWORK

WORK ON 
PACKAGE A 

WILL INCLUDE:
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Recent agreements with two airlines will ensure  
Abu Dhabi’s tourism sector maintains its growth trajectory.

MAKING AN IMPACT ON 
TOURIST ITINERARIES



TOURISM



The total tourist tally for 2019 is expected to be 
a record 5.1 million, representing a 2% increase 
year-on-year, according to DCT Abu Dhabi.

One of the five objectives of DCT Abu Dhabi’s 
five-year plan is the Infrastructure & Enablers 
Strategy, actively contributing to and canvassing 
relevant entities to increase access, to facilitate 
ease of entry and improve standards.

This strategy has been particularly success-
ful in Abu Dhabi’s cruise tourism sector, which 
is targeting 450,000 passengers in 2020. In 
December 2015, the Abu Dhabi Ports-managed 
cruise facility opened its doors at Zayed Port, fol-
lowed by Sir Bani Yas Cruise Beach a year later. 
In 2018, Abu Dhabi Cruise Terminal partnered 

 Abu Dhabi’s cruise 
tourism sector 
attracted more than 
350,000 visitors to 
the Emirate in 2018T

ourism is one of the key non-oil sectors 
highlighted by Abu Dhabi Vision 2030 
and the Abu Dhabi Plan to grow and 
diversify the Emirate’s economy. During 
the past several years, this sector has mor-
phed into a true success story driven by the 

Abu Dhabi Government and its entities, such as 
the Department of Culture and Tourism – Abu 
Dhabi (DCT Abu Dhabi), Abu Dhabi Develop-
ment Holding Company (ADDH), Etihad – the 
national carrier of the UAE – Abu Dhabi Ports 
and various public-private partnerships.

The targets set by DCT Abu Dhabi’s five-year 
strategic plan, which covers the period from 2017 
to 2021, are not short on ambition. By 2021 the 
target is 8.5 million yearly tourists, 4% non-oil 
GDP contribution, boosting average spend by 
25 – 30%, and increasing domestic and interna-
tional average length of stay targets to 2.3 and 
3.3 days respectively.

Judging by 2019 figures, Abu Dhabi is well 
on its way to achieving these targets. Revenue 
per available room (RevPar), a standard indus-
try measure to gauge a hotel’s performance, 
increased by 7.2% to AED321 in 2019, as occu-
pancy levels grew 2.3% to 73.4%, according to 
research firm STR Middle East.

Statistics Centre Abu Dhabi said hotel rev-
enue for the entire Emirate increased by 3.5% 
to AED1.84 billion in the final quarter of 2019.  

“ Through our partnership  
with Wiz z Air,  we aim to  

capitalise on the growing demand 
for budge t travel and support the 

continued grow th of Abu Dhabi 
as a world-class cultural and 

tourist destination”

H.E. MOHAMMED HASSAN AL SUWAIDI,  
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, ADDH
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with Abu Dhabi Airports and Etihad Airport 
Services to streamline the process involved in 
getting passengers to or from the port and plane.

The result has been that Abu Dhabi’s cruise 
tourism sector attracted more than 350,000 visi-
tors to the Emirate in 2018, with a growth rate of 
more than 27% since 2016. 

The recent announcement that two new 
budget airlines will start operating from Abu 
Dhabi International Airport this year marks 
a further tourism push by bolstering air con-
nectivity through agreements with outside 
operators, indicating the strength of public-pri-
vate partnerships. 

A partnership between Etihad Airways and 
Air Arabia to create Air Arabia Abu Dhabi was 
announced in October last year, while European 
low-cost carrier Wizz Air signalled its intention in 
December to set up an airline in the UAE capital.

In January, Air Arabia Abu Dhabi was given 
“national carrier status” by the Cabinet of the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), which allows an 
airline to enjoy the full rights and privileges 
accorded to operators under a nation state’s con-
stitution. Air Arabia Abu Dhabi is set to launch 
in H1 2020 and serve regional routes out of Abu 
Dhabi International, where Etihad is based. 

Wizz Air Abu Dhabi, the FTSE 250-listed com-
pany’s first airline outside of Europe, will provide 

 The Lourve,  
Abu Dhabi

 Abu Dhabi's 
recently opened 
Mangrove Park

 The focus on new 
services, especially 
digital banking, is 
evident in a series of 
surveys conducted 
by o�cial authorities

access to potential travellers across Europe, the 
Indian subcontinent, Middle East and Africa. 
The airline partnered with state-owned Abu 
Dhabi Development Holding Company (ADDH) 
to create a joint venture, 51% Abu Dhabi owned, 
that will start flying in the second half of this year 
with a fleet of three new Airbus SE A321neos, 
increasing to 50 planes over 10 years.

ADDH was established in 2018 as a public 
joint stock company and has a portfolio of state-
owned enterprises spanning sectors including 
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utilities, tourism, transport and logistics, indus-
tries, real estate, media, health care, agri-foods 
and ICT.

“As Abu Dhabi International Airport contin-
ues its growth as a major gateway to the UAE and 
the wider region, we welcome contributing air-
lines, such as this new airline, and the impact this 
partnership will make to our continued national 
economic development,” said His Highness 
Sheikh Mohammed Bin Hamad Bin Tahnoon Al 
Nahyan, Chairman of Abu Dhabi Airports.

His Excellency Mohammed Hassan Al 
Suwaidi, Chief Executive Officer at ADDH, said 
the new airline was part of Abu Dhabi’s strategy 
to boost its market share within the low-cost car-
rier industry. “As a trusted government partner 

with a clear mandate to boost key sectors of Abu 
Dhabi’s non-oil economy, we are proud to part-
ner with Wizz Air, an airline with strong market 
presence and brand recognition in key European 
source markets.

“Through our partnership with Wizz Air, we 
aim to capitalise on the growing demand for 
budget travel and support the continued growth 
of Abu Dhabi as a world-class cultural and tour-
ist destination,” he added.

In another calculated move to boost tourism, 
ADDH announced in December it would invest 
¤100 million (AED409m) in Europe’s third-larg-
est tour operator FTI Group. The two parties will 
work together to increase the number of visitors 
from key European markets such as the UK, 

 Yas Island is home 
to the Louvre Abu 
Dhabi, Warner Bros. 
World Abu Dhabi, 
Ferrari World, Yas 
Waterworld, Yas 
Marina Circuit and 
Yas Links
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France and Germany to Abu Dhabi, the compa-
nies said in a statement.

“The collaboration will not only create many 
opportunities to enhance Abu Dhabi’s sustaina-
ble tourism sector, but it aligns with our mandate 
to further develop sectors of Abu Dhabi’s non-oil 
economy,” said H.E. Al Suwaidi.

ADDH’s investment in FTI will help expand 
the company’s global business outreach and its 
work across tour operation, destinations man-
agement, own content and distribution.

“FTI Group is already recognised as a key player 
in Europe’s tourism industry and with access 
to a passenger base of more than seven million 
people, I am confident that our agreement will 
significantly boost the number of tourists arriv-
ing from key European source markets to Abu 
Dhabi,” said H.E. Al Suwaidi.

Abu Dhabi, the UAE’s largest Emirate, has 
excellent tourist attractions ranging from Al Ain’s 
UNESCO Heritage Sites to the capital’s recently 
opened Mangrove Park. Arguably, though, the 
crown jewel is Yas Island. It is home to the Louvre 
Abu Dhabi, Warner Bros. World Abu Dhabi, Fer-
rari World, Yas Waterworld, Yas Marina Circuit 
– home of the annual F1 Abu Dhabi Grand Prix 
– and Yas Links to name a few.

Mohamed Al Zaabi, CEO of Yas Island’s 
master developer Miral, was understandably 

upbeat about the recent developments. “Having 
two more low-fare airlines coming to Abu Dhabi 
Airport, that will be a game-changer for the tour-
ism market in Abu Dhabi,” he said.

“I think Air Arabia, with their experience to 
access second and third tier cities in source mar-
kets like India, KSA, Russia, and having Wizz 
Air, with access to second tier cities in Europe, 
will improve our position as an attractive des-
tination, Yas Island particularly and generally 
Abu Dhabi.”

Giving potential tourists easy access to Abu 
Dhabi is obviously important but first they have 
to be convinced to book their flights and packages 
by selling the capital Emirate’s many attractions.

In 2019, DCT Abu Dhabi announced it would 
allocate AED500 million ($136.1 million) 
through to the end of 2021 for tourism promo-
tion activities. Of this total, 40% was spent last 
year to boost awareness of Abu Dhabi’s attrac-
tions and encouraging visitors to extend their 
stay. Another 25% will be spent this year, with 
the remaining AED175 million ($47.7 million) 
allocated for promotional campaigns in 2021.

It is clear that Abu Dhabi, through its govern-
ment entities and public-private partnerships, is 
serious about making an impact on tourist itin-
eraries and reaching 8.5 million yearly visitors 
in 2021. 

 Wizz Air will begin 
operations in Abu 
Dhabi during the 
second half of 2020
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The Emirati oil giant has taken significant steps in 
the last three years towards realising its ambitious 
transformation strategy.

ADNOC ADNOC ADNOC 
MEANS MEANS MEANS 
BUSINESSBUSINESSBUSINESS
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A
bu Dhabi National Oil Company 
(ADNOC) has been making headlines 
for all the right reasons. In January, 
the state-owned oil firm was named the 
UAE’s most valuable brand for a second 
consecutive year by brand valuation and 

strategy consultancy Brand Finance. ADNOC’s 
brand value jumped to $11.39 billion this year, a 
28.6% increase over the previous year and a 145% 
increase since the launch of its transformation 
strategy in 2017.

This makes ADNOC, one of the world’s leading 
diversified energy and petrochemicals groups, the 
fastest-growing brand in the Middle East for 2020 
and the first UAE brand to surpass $10 billion  
in value.

In February, ADNOC announced the world’s 
largest natural gas discovery since 2005. The Jebel 
Ali reservoir, located between the two Emirates 
of Abu Dhabi and Dubai, has an estimated 80 
trillion cubic feet of gas resources. Last year, the 
UAE’s oil reserves rose by seven billion barrels and 
conventional gas increased by 58 trillion standard 
cubic feet (TSCF).

“At ADNOC we are well on track to increase 
crude oil production capacity to 4 million bar-
rels per day by the end of this year, and we made 
significant new discoveries last year that moved 
the UAE from the seventh to the sixth-largest 
in oil and gas reserves in the world,” said His 
Excellency Dr. Sultan Ahmed Al Jaber, Minister 
of State and ADNOC Group CEO, at the recent 

Atlantic Council Global Energy Forum held in 
Abu Dhabi. The UAE has total reserves of 105 
billion barrels of oil and 353 trillion cubic feet 
of conventional gas (including the new Jebel Ali 
gas field).

The start of the year was also marked by 
ADNOC announcing comprehensive sustainabil-
ity goals to become best-in-class at Abu Dhabi 
Sustainability Week (ADSW).

As part of its sustainability goals, ADNOC 
plans to decrease its greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions intensity by 25% by 2030. According to the 
International Association of Oil & Gas Produc-
ers (IOGP), ADNOC already ranks in the top five 
lowest GHG emitters in the oil and gas industry and 
has one of the lowest methane intensities of 0.01%. 

Arguably, though, ADNOC’s biggest success 
has been its growth and transformation strat-
egy that was approved by Abu Dhabi’s Supreme 
Petroleum Council in November 2016. ADNOC’s 
2030 strategy is aimed at generating a more prof-
itable upstream, a more valuable downstream, 
and a more economic and sustainable supply 
of gas. Key to reaching these goals has been 
ADNOC’s focus on new partnerships and creat-
ing compelling investment opportunities across 
the company’s entire value chain.

In the last two-and-a-half years, according 
to ADNOC, it has managed to consolidate its 
businesses and unify the group’s brand iden-
tify, entered the global capital markets for the 
first time, launched the first ever IPO of an 

105 BILLION barrels
UAE TOTAL OIL RESERVES
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ADNOC business, opened-up concessions to 
new strategic partners and taken its first steps 
to expand internationally.

This approach is paying dividends. According 
to a Reuter’s report, ADNOC has raised more 
than $19 billion in the last three years as part of 
Abu Dhabi’s plans to reform and modernise the 
economy. These deals have spanned infrastruc-
ture, refining and trading, and concessions.

Last year, US investment firms BlackRock and 
KKR signed an agreement to invest $4 billion in 
the group’s midstream pipeline assets for a 40% 
stake in ADNOC Oil Pipelines. Singapore’s sover-
eign wealth fund GIC will invest $600 million in 
the crude pipeline infrastructure for a 6% stake.

On the refining and trading front, Italy’s Eni 
and Austria’s OMV agreed to pay a combined 
$5.8 billion for a 20% and 15% share respectively 

in ADNOC Refining, with ADNOC owning the 
remaining 65%.

2017 was marked by ADNOC’s first IPO, when it 
sold a 10% stake in ADNOC Distribution for $851 
million on the Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange.

A series of 40-year agreements with interna-
tional energy companies for concessions accounts 
for the biggest part of the $19 billion. 

France’s Total paid $1.44 billion for a 20% 
stake in the Umm Shaif and Nasr concession and 
a 5% interest in the Lower Zakum concession. 
PetroChina was granted 10% stakes in two off-
shore concessions for a total participation fee of 
$1.17 billion. Spain’s Cepsa was awarded a 20% 
stake in the SARB and Umm Lulu offshore con-
cession for $1.5 billion. Other companies that 
bought in or extended their interests included 
India’s Oil and Natural Gas Corp ($600 mil-
lion), OMV ($1.5 billion) and Japan’s INPEX 
($850 million).

Speaking at the Global Financial Markets 
Forum earlier this year in Abu Dhabi, ADNOC’s 
CEO said the group is seeking to work more 
closely with the financial markets as it delivers 
its 2030 smart growth strategy, in response to 
a fast evolving economic and energy landscape. 
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“At ADNOC we are well on track to increase crude 
oil production capacit y to 4 mill ion barrels 
per day by the end of this year, and we made 

significant ne w discoveries last year that moved 
the UAE from the se venth to the six th-largest in 

oil and gas reserves in the world” 

H.E. DR. SULTAN AHMED AL JABER,  
MINISTER OF STATE AND ADNOC GROUP CEO

Confirming plans for signif icant down-
stream investments over the next five years, 
H.E. Dr. Al Jaber said: “ADNOC is commit-
ted to becoming a leading global downstream 
player, through an ambitious domestic and 
international investment strategy aimed at 
capitalizing on growth markets.”

ADNOC plans to build on the strong foun-
dation it has created in Ruwais to develop the 
world’s largest integrated refining and chemical 
site, tripling petrochemicals production capacity 
to 14.4 million tonnes by 2025.

Dr. Al Jaber stressed ADNOC’s downstream 
expansion would introduce new business and 
investment opportunities to a new category of 
investors, with a diverse range of growth, risk 
profiles, returns and yield.

“There will be a mixture of equity and debt 
investment opportunities, including listed and 
private equity, fixed income, infrastructure as 
well as structured and project finance, for green-
field and brownfield projects,” he said. “While 
ADNOC continues to appreciate all its partners, 
from East to West, the group’s new approach is 
centred on strategic relationships that deliver 

growth opportunities, market access, smart capi-
tal and strategic value add.”

Dr. Al Jaber cited the group’s issuance of a  
$3 billion bond, backed by the Abu Dhabi Crude 
Oil Pipeline, and the partial listing of ADNOC 
Distribution, as examples of how the group is 
taking a new, more dynamic approach to man-
aging its assets and capital.

Judging by ADNOC’s track record over the past 
three years, the Emirati energy giant definitely 
means business. 

353 trillion cubic feet
UAE CONVENTIONAL GAS RESERVES

 ADNOC is 
committed to 
becoming a leading 
global downstream 
player
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BUILDING A 
TECH-SAVVY 
FOUNDATON, 
BLOCK BY BLOCK
The UAE is embracing blockchain technologies 
with a strong sense of purpose and has 
already made early breakthroughs.

A 
number of UAE Government and corporate entities 
are already experimenting with blockchain and intro-
ducing the technology into their business models.

Blockchain technology earned global recognition 
a few years ago as it’s the underlying technology used 
by cryptocurrencies, but its uses go beyond that. 

As the Harvard Business Review stated: “Blockchain can 
provide an immutable, digital audit trail of transactions 
and can be used to cheaply verify the integrity of data. It 
can help businesses and individuals agree, on a global scale, 
about the true state of affairs within a market without rely-
ing on a costly intermediary.”

A new white paper by the UAE Centre for Fourth Indus-
trial Revolution, in collaboration with Dubai Future 
Foundation and published by the World Economic Forum, 
notes that blockchain technology can realise tremendous 
efficiencies and cost-savings for the UAE.

The report – Inclusive Deployment of Blockchain: Case 
Studies and Learnings from the United Arab Emirates – 
shows that the UAE Government expects to save AED11 
billion, or $3 billion, in routine transactions and documents, 
eliminate 398 million printed documents and reduce 77 mil-
lion work hours annually by adopting the technology.

In 2018, the UAE Government launched the Emirates 
Blockchain Strategy 2021 that aims to switch 50% of govern-
ment transactions to the blockchain platform by next year. 

TECHNOLOGY
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“The UAE has long been a leader in the early 
implementation of emerging technologies. Use 

of blockchain technology in the public and 
private sectors has been no different” 

“The UAE has long been a leader in the early 
implementation of emerging technologies. Use of 
blockchain technology in the public and private 
sectors has been no different,” wrote His Excel-
lency Omar bin Sultan Al Olama, Minister of 
State for Artificial Intelligence, UAE, and Murat 
Sonmez, Managing Director at the World Eco-
nomic Forum, in the foreword of the white paper. 

“The UAE Government has taken active steps 
towards advancing the technology nationwide 
through industry creation, government adop-
tion and international collaboration. Since then, 
the country has played host to a multitude of 
blockchain implementations, conferences and 
other initiatives.”

The blockchain initiative is also part of an 
overarching strategy for the fourth indus-
trial revolution that aims to leverage advanced 
innovation and future technologies to raise the 
country’s competitiveness.

“The UAE will use blockchain for digital 
transactions, giving each customer a unique 
identification number that points to their 
information on the secure chain,” according to 
Emirates Blockchain Strategy 2021. “Informa-
tion and data on the blockchain cannot be hacked 
or changed, which will ensure the digital secu-
rity of national documents and transactions and 
eventually reduce operational cost and accelerate 
decision-making.”

More than 40 government entities and 120 
blockchain companies have implemented more 
than 200 blockchain initiatives across the UAE. 
Some of the major UAE companies that have 
dabbled in blockchain technologies include Abu 

H.E. OMAR BIN SULTAN AL OLAMA ,  
MINISTER OF STATE FOR ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Dhabi National Oil Company, Etisalat, First Abu 
Dhabi Bank, Abu Dhabi Islamic Bank, Central 
Bank of the UAE, Abu Dhabi Ports and DP World.

Last year, Etisalat Digital, for example, devel-
oped a new nationwide blockchain trade finance 
platform called UAE Trade Connect (UTC), in 
partnership with First Abu Dhabi Bank (FAB). 
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SUCCESS FACTORS
Top three success factors to blockchain implementation, sorted by stakeholders

SERVICE PROVIDERS

Identifying the  
most valuable  
use case

Defining a clear 
engagement 
strategy

Proper alignment 
of stakeholder 
incentives

52%

43%

38%

CORPORATE

Well-defined scope, 
expectations, roles 
and responsibilities

Fostering  
internal awareness, 
understanding,  
and expertise

Continuous  
communication  
and alignment

67%

67%

61%

GOVERNMENT

Identifying the  
most valuable  
use case

Well-defined scope, 
expectations, roles 
and responsibilities

Continuous  
communication  
and alignment

80%

40%

32%
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The platform was established to address double 
financing and invoice fraud, as the UAE increas-
ingly focuses on small-to-medium enterprises.

“SME trade finance through invoice discount-
ing is a growing business that requires controls 
to avoid risk to lenders of duplicated invoices,” 
according to a case study in the white paper. “It 
is an increasing concern as multiple banks might 
end up financing the same invoice, and fraudu-
lent invoices may appear along the process, due to 
the lack of communication between these banks.” 

To address the challenge of fraud where dupli-
cate invoices have been financed, the platform 
brought together other UAE banks such as 
RAKBANK, Emirates NBD, Commercial Bank 
of Dubai, National Bank of Fujairah, Mashreq 
Bank, Abu Dhabi Islamic Bank and Commercial 
Bank International.

Separately, the Abu Dhabi Digital Author-
ity (ADDA) has been developing a government 
blockchain platform that will serve as a data 
marketplace for the government, allowing a 
value-driven, data-exchange programme.

“ADDA applied a multi-pronged strategy to 
the implementation of blockchain platforms and 
usage within Abu Dhabi Government entities,” 
according to the white paper. “At the foundation 
level, it raised awareness of blockchain and drove 
implementation through a top-down approach, 
identifying and developing high-impact use cases 
across government entities.”

ADNOC also teamed up with US technology 
company IBM Inc. on a pilot blockchain-based 
automated system to track quantities and finan-
cial values of every bilateral transaction between 
ADNOC’s operating companies, automating the 
entire accounting process.

“Blockchain is a game-changer,” said ADNOC 
Digital Unit Manager Abdul Nasser Al Mughairbi 
at the time. “It will substantially reduce our oper-
ating costs by eliminating time-consuming and 
labour-intensive processes, strengthen the mar-
keting and trading of our products, and create 
long-term sustainable value.”

Meanwhile, Abu Dhabi Ports was the first Abu 
Dhabi entity to test a blockchain project inter-
nationally, when it collaborated with Port of 
Antwerp, Belgium, to help test blockchain tech-
nology in its trading systems, secure transactions 
and reduce system integration costs.

BLOCKCHAIN SURVEY
The UAE Centre for Fourth Industrial Revolution 
also conducted a survey among 100 stakeholders 

across 60 UAE entities, which highlighted the 
opportunities and challenges of implementing 
the new technology.

The survey respondents noted that the key fac-
tors behind the successful implementation of the 
blockchain technology was in the early stages of 
planning and defining the engagement, as well 
as continuous communication and alignment 
between stakeholders.

According to the survey, 80% of government 
entities stated that the most important factor was 
planning and identification of the most applica-
ble applications of blockchain early on.

The survey concluded: “Service providers were 
unified in their opinion that a well-structured 
engagement strategy and use case definition 
enabled them to effectively structure implemen-
tation and deliver value for clients.”

The UAE has made early inroads in develop-
ing blockchain technology that will help boost 
its credentials as a tech-savvy, digital economy. 

 ADNOC 
teamed up with US 
technology company 
IBM Inc. on a pilot 
blockchain-based 
automated system
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UAE BANKS BOOST 
PROFITABILITY

F
irst Abu Dhabi Bank, the UAE’s largest financial institution in 
terms of assets, saw stellar growth in a tough year for the global 
economy. The bank’s group net profit was up 4% to AED12.5 
billion in 2019, compared to the same period in the previous 
year. Operating income stood at AED20.2 billion, up 4% year-
on-year, on the back of a strong focus in core businesses.

“2019 marked another year of growth for FAB,” said His Highness 
Sheikh Tahnoon Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Chairman of FAB. “We are 
starting off 2020 with a robust capital position, enabling us to support 
our future growth plans in the UAE and across strategic markets.”

The bank’s Board of Directors has recommended a cash dividend 
of 74 fils per share for 2019, in a sign of confidence in future growth.

The UAE’s banking sector continues to impress with solid 
fiscal fundamentals and focus on support of the wider 
economy, including the private sector and small-to-
medium enterprises.
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digital ventures and new business models, 
and has become a more data-driven company 
through advanced analytics and artificial intel-
ligence. These include mobile services, new 
functionalities on mobile app and digital wallet 
and the introduction of blockchain for trade 
finance, according to the bank.

Earlier this year, FAB partnered with Alipay, 
China’s digital payment company, to connect UAE 
merchants with a growing number of Chinese res-
idents and tourists via the acceptance of China’s 
largest online and mobile payments provider.

“FAB provides payment processing services 
to over 27,000 merchants across the UAE,” the 
bank said in a statement. “This partnership will 
enable Alipay’s 900 million China users to pay at 
an expanded range of retailers in the UAE with a 
seamless payment experience.”

NEW MERGED ENTITY
Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank, which last year 
acquired Union National Bank and Al Hilal 
Bank, also enjoyed strong growth through the 
year. ADCB is now the third largest retail lender 
and fourth largest Islamic banking franchise in 
the UAE.

“At the end of a momentous year, the ADCB 
Group has emerged as a larger and stronger 

 FAB has launched 
a number of new 
mobile services

The bank’s loans and advances rose 16% to 
AED408 billion, up 16% year-on-year and 8% 
sequentially, while customer deposits jumped 
12% year-on-year to AED519 billion. Interna-
tional revenues grew 6% year-on-year, led by 
higher contributions from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Hong Kong and India.

First Abu Dhabi Bank currently serves 2.5 
million customers across the UAE through 76 
branches and other banking channels.

More crucially, the bank has been playing a 
leading role in stimulating the UAE’s economy 
with strong financing growth.

“By 2019 and only four years after commit-
ting to finance $10 billion worth of sustainable 
projects over 10 years, I am pleased to announce 
that FAB already exceeded this target, six years 
ahead of plan,” said H.H. Sheikh Tahnoon. 
“As the UAE approaches its Golden Jubilee, 
FAB will continue to be a key partner to sup-
port the government’s long-term sustainable 
growth agenda, and help build a better world 
for future generations.”

Also of note was the cost discipline by the 
bank’s management, with cost-to-income ratio at 
an industry-leading level of 26.8%, amid a focus 
on using digital tools to bring down spending.

Indeed, the bank launched a number of 
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bank that has once again delivered a robust 
set of results,” said Ala’a Eraiqat, Group Chief 
Executive Officer and Board Member at ADCB. 
“The bank has reported a full year net profit of 
AED5.24 billion, delivering a return on average 
tangible equity of 11.2%.”

Standard & Poor’s Ratings Services notes that 
ADCB’s A/A-1 credit rating with a stable outlook 
reflects the bank’s well-established franchise, 
stable management and its predictable and 
balanced earnings generation across different 
business segments. 

“ADCB’s merger with UNB and AHB is pro-
gressing ahead of schedule and with very little 
sign of customer attrition and no reported 
operational issues,” the ratings agency said in 
December. “We expect this merger will further 
strengthen ADCB’s already strong franchise in 
the United Arab Emirates, particularly in the 
retail and Islamic banking segments.”

ADCB is still in the process of implementing 
changes to streamline operations between the 
three banks, including migration of customers 
from the other two banks. But ADCB believes the 
synergies from consolidating the operations of 
the other two banks will result in cost savings of 
AED840 million, of which AED350 million has 
already been realised. The bank said integration 
is moving at a fast pace and is on track for com-
pletion by the second quarter.

“The Group has achieved a significant improve-
ment in its cost to income ratio, which decreased 
by 440 basis points (4.4%) year-on-year to 35.1% 
in the fourth quarter of 2019. The bank contin-
ues to retain tight control of one-off integration 
costs,” according to ADCB.

UAE banks are also benefitting from strong 
investor interest. Last year, FAB secured regu-
latory approvals to raise its foreign ownership 
limit to 40% from 25%, which boosted the stock 
price. ADCB has also reported “growing share of 
foreign institutional ownership”.

LENDING A HELPING HAND
The major Abu Dhabi’s banks focus on lending 
played a role in helping the UAE economy. The 
UAE Central Bank notes that gross credit in the 
third quarter – the latest data available – rose 5% 
year-on-year, while total assets rose 6.5% during 
the same period.

“In the third quarter of 2019, deposits 
increased on a yearly basis, mainly driven 
by the increase in GREs and Government 
deposits,” the UAE Central Bank said in its 
quarterly report.

“Credit continued its recovery registering 
higher growth than in 2019 Q2, with the private 
corporates leading it, in support of non-energy 
growth. Healthy Financial Soundness Indicators 
(FSIs) signify overall sound and stable banking 
system,” the bank reported.

The country’s overall banking sector also 
remains robust.

“The overall soundness of the banking sector 
remained positive during the third quarter of 
2019. Banks operating in the UAE remain well 
capitalized, with the Capital Adequacy Ratio 
(CAR) at 17.7%, Tier 1 Capital at 16.5%, and 
Common Equity Tier 1 (CET 1) at 14.7%, which 
are well above the regulatory requirements set by 
the CBUAE,” according to the bank.

Banking assets stood at AED2.6 trillion for 
national banks by the end of September and 
AED280 billion for foreign financial institutions. 

“At the end of a momentous year, the 
ADCB Group has emerged as a larger 
and stronger bank that has once again 
delivered a robust se t of results. The 
bank has reported a full year ne t profit 
of AED5.24 bill ion, delivering a re turn on 
average tangible equit y of 11.2%”

ALA’A ERAIQAT, GROUP CHIEF  
EXECUTIVE OFFICER, ADCB
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How Etisalat’s vast regional 
footprint has made it a 
household name across the 
Middle East and Africa region.
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 In October 2019, 
Etisalat completed 
the first end-to-end 
5G standalone call in 
the UAE

A
bu Dhabi-based company Etisalat serves 
148 million customers across 16 coun-
tries in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. 
Given its ubiquity across the region, it has 
retained its position as the most valua-
ble consumer and telecom brand in the 

Middle East and Africa. 
Etisalat’s impressive portfolio of brands such 

as Etisalat Misr, Mobily, Ufone, Maroc Telecom 
and Pakistan Telecom Ltd are well known names 
in their respective markets and are collectively 
valued at $11 billion by Brand Finance, which 
ranks the companies annually by quantifying the 
financial value of brands.

“Etisalat is the most consistent performer in 
the MEA and the winner of the most valuable 
consumer brand title in our Global 500 for the 
third year running,” said David Haigh, CEO, 
Brand Finance. “It is amongst the most innova-
tive players globally with its portfolio of brands 
approaching a brand value of $11 billion.”

Mr. Haigh added: “Etisalat has a whole new 
set of digital solutions coming through, which are 
presented at GITEX every year, and its fast roll-
out of 5G, set to become the backbone of the Expo 
2020 showcase when it kicks off in October.”

The region’s telecom sector is increasingly com-
petitive, with a number of strong regional and 
international telecom providers vying for market 
share. The sector demands a steady stream of 
capital expenditure to stay ahead of technological 
changes, ensure robust customer service and deliver 
operational efficiencies, yet Etisalat has managed to 
retain its position as the region’s top business-to-
consumer brand for the third year running.

“Reaching the top is hard but maintaining a 
leadership position is harder. With the regional 
leadership of Etisalat, as a brand, it is a testimony 
to our continuous efforts in digital transforma-
tion and amplifying our efforts in the societies 
we serve by investing in new digital platforms, 
5G technologies and global brand-building ini-
tiatives,” said Eng. Saleh Abdullah Al Abdooli, 
CEO of Etisalat Group.

The telecom provider is the 19th biggest brand 
among global telecoms companies, according to 
the survey – its highest ranking ever.

The much-touted 5G services being deployed 
in the UAE is a regional first. The fifth generation 
of wireless technologies for cellular network will 
supply a vast diversity of devices and services and 
ensure faster network speeds.

40 . BUSINESS VOICE



Only a handful of countries have deployed 
5G and 5G-enabled devices remain limited, 
but it is expected to have a transformational 
impact on business and customer experience 
when fully deployed.

According to Etisalat’s own research, globally 
there are 5 billion smart phone users with the 
number projected to surpass 7.2 billion within 
the coming five years or less, and 5G data usage 
will comprise of 25% of the total global data 
transfer share.

In October 2019, Etisalat completed the first 
end-to-end 5G standalone call in the UAE, 
becoming the first operator globally to achieve 
the milestone. Soon after, it surpassed 3.1 giga-
bytes per second (Gpbs) download throughput 
over its 5G standalone (SA) network – setting 
another global milestone.

“The launch of 5G standalone will enable the 
application of 5G use cases across industry verti-
cals optimising the capabilities of the network,” 
said Saeed Al Zarouni, Senior Vice President, 
Mobile Network at Etisalat. “This will also enable 
provisioning of the 5G network for automated 
and AI based technologies.”

The telecom provider thinks the new technology 
will be in widespread use soon at major events and 
will help the media industry to report in real time.

 5G is expected 
to have a 
transformational 
impact on business 
and customer 
experience

DAVID HAIGH, CEO, BRAND FINANCE

“E tisalat is the most consistent performer in 
the MEA and the winner of the most valuable 

consumer brand t itle in our Global 500 for 
the third year running. It is amongst the most 

innovative players globally with its portfolio of 
brands approaching a brand value of $11 bill ion”
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The technology will make hologram reporters a 
reality, boost broadcasters’ capabilities and enable 
consumers to experience the news via virtual 
reality through advanced immersive experiences 
technologies, according to the company.

STRONG FISCAL PERFORMANCE
The mature telecoms company continues to grow 
its business. In October, the company reported 
that its net profit for the first nine months of the 
year grew 2.1% to AED6.7 billion. Subscriber 

 Technology will 
enable consumers to 
experience the news 
via virtual reality

 Pakistan has seen 
investment in fixed 
broadband and 
mobile networks to 
support Etisalat’s 
25.2 million 
subscribers

base also grew 5% during the period, compared 
to the previous year, to just under 150 million.

The growth has been driven by a focus on digi-
tal innovation and customer service.

“Our investments in Etisalat’s infrastructure 
and human capabilities have given us confidence 
moving forward to achieve our strategic goals to 
meet the current and future needs of our custom-
ers across our operations,” said Eng. Al Abdooli.

As well as its home market in the UAE, Eti-
salat is also investing heavily in its other core 
markets. The company said it increased capital 
spending and focused on 4G deployment and 
enhancement of network capacity in Egypt, the 
Arab world’s most populous nation, where it 
boasted 26.5 million customers by the end of 
the third quarter of 2019.

Pakistan, a country with around 200 million 
people, has also seen strong investment in fixed 
broadband and mobile networks to support Eti-
salat’s 25.2 million subscribers.

Meanwhile, subsidiary Marco Telecom, which 
services the emerging markets of Morocco, Benin, 
Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Côte 
d'Ivoire, Chad, Gabon, Mali, Mauritania, Niger 
and Togo, has also seen a strong surge in revenue 
and subscribers. The unit saw subscriber num-
bers rise to 67.6 million by the third quarter of 
2019, nearly an 11% increase over the same period 
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in the previous year. Revenues inched up 0.7%, 
as the company raised capital expenditure 27% 
to expand its footprint during the same period.

The company’s focus on digital innovation is 
part of an overarching effort by the UAE fed-
eral government and other Emirates to develop 
a digital-savvy economy that’s ready for the tech-
nological changes sweeping the world.

“Today, digital proliferates the telecom indus-
try with digital services deeply embedded in our 
business models,” said Hatem Dowidar, CEO 
International, Etisalat, during the Telecoms World 
Middle East and Carriers World Middle East 2019 
event, in Abu Dhabi, in September. “We are also 
enablers for other industries providing connectiv-
ity solutions to grow in the digital economy.”

Etisalat is also enabling other sectors to real-
ize their full potential and offer cutting-edge 
services to customers. Eitisalat Digital recently 
announced a strategic partnership with the 
American Hospital, part of the Mohamed & 
Obaid Al Mulla Group, to launch state-of-the-
art telehealth services.

The service will enable UAE residents to request 
and avail remote medical consultations with 
American Hospital doctors by utilising the Etis-
alat communication platform service for advanced 
voice, video conferencing and collaboration tech-
nologies via a mobile app or web browser.

Other new solutions include cloud-based uni-
fied communication and collaboration services, 
and cloud-based video surveillance and analyt-
ics for small and medium businesses. Etisalat is 
also encouraging use of the latest smart devices 
with its ‘upgrade anytime’ offer that enables 
customers to upgrade their Apple iPhones to 
the latest device after completing 12 months of 
their contract.

Countries will need nimble and efficient telcos 
to stay ahead in the digital economy. Etisalat’s 
investment in new technologies and focus on oper-
ational excellence has ensured it can spearhead the 
UAE’s innovative digital infrastructure. 

ENG. SALEH ABDULLAH AL ABDOOLI,  
CEO, ETISALAT GROUP

“ With the regional leadership of E t isalat, as 
a brand, it is a testimony to our continuous 

efforts in digital transformation and amplif ying 
our efforts in the socie ties we serve by investing 

in ne w digital platforms, 5G technologies and 
global brand-building init iatives”
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NATURAL TRADING 
PARTNERS

Japan and the UAE are both seeking to leverage 
the other’s strengths – the UAE’s natural resources 
and Japan’s technology.
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All of this makes the country’s recent strategic 
energy co-operation agreement with the UAE all 
the more timely and judicious.

In January, Japan’s Agency for Natural 
Resource signed an agreement with Abu Dhabi 
National Oil Company to store 8 million barrels 
of crude oil at storage facilities in Japan, initially 
for a three-year period.

ADNOC will store crude oil at storage facili-
ties in Japan, which may be traded to customers, 
while ensuring that certain quantities of crude 
oil are available in the event of an oil shortage in 
the country.

“We are pleased to extend and expand our 
storage agreement, which positively contrib-
utes to Japanese energy security, while also 
supporting ADNOC’s broader trading ambi-
tions,” said His Excellency Dr. Sultan bin 
Ahmad Sultan Al Jaber, Minister of State and 
ADNOC Group CEO.

J
apan produces just under 10% of the energy 
it needs to power its technologically-
advanced economy.

The country’s hi-tech manufacturing, 
3D technologies, robotics and space sec-
tors, among others, require a stable, regular 

supply of hydrocarbons and renewable energies 
to fuel the economy.

Around 88% of Japan’s energy is soured from 
fossil fuels, according to Japanese government 
data. Which is why the Japanese Government 
is keen to ensure steady hydrocarbon resources 
from stable suppliers such as the UAE.

“In order to secure a stable supply of resources, 
Japan is endeavoring to strengthen relations with 
oil-producing countries in the Middle East that 
are its main sources of crude oil,” according to a 
report by Japan’s Agency for Natural Resources 
and Energy, Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (METI).
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And last year, ADNOC awarded the exploration 
rights for Abu Dhabi Onshore Block 4 to INPEX.

Securing investment from Asian energy part-
ners is also central to ADNOC’s own strategy of 
diversifying its funding and embedding buyers 
into its production plans.

“As we accelerate delivery of our 2030 smart 
growth strategy, ADNOC aims to seize new 
opportunities from increasing energy demand 
in Asia’s expanding economies,” the company 
said when INPEX bought a 10% stake in Lower 
Zakum. “Once again this agreement demonstrates 
the international market’s confidence in ADNOC’s 
long-term production targets and our plans to 
maximise value from our offshore resources.”

NEW GROWTH CHAPTER
Japan, the world’s third largest economy after the 
United States and China, continues to grow amid 
new reforms and focus on technology and trade. 
Japan’s economy has been on a moderate expand-
ing trend on the back of three pillars of domestic 
demand – business fixed investment, private con-
sumption and government spending – according 
to the Bank of Japan.

The BoJ notes that as the global economy is 
likely to pick up gradually, pushing Japan’s real 

Makihara Hideki, Japan’s State Minister of 
Economy, Trade and Industry, echoed that sen-
timent, noting that the joint oil storage project 
will give the UAE access to Asian markets, and 
concurrently ensure energy security for Japan.

“Given the current world geopolitical situation, 
it is well-timed to expand our Joint Oil Storage 
Project,” Hideki said. “I really hope that our bilat-
eral relationship between Japan and the UAE will 
be further strengthened through the project.”

The UAE is already a major supplier of energy to 
Japan, accounting for 25% of its imported crude 
oil. Japanese companies have also been investing 
heavily in the UAE to position themselves in one of 
the world’s most stable energy suppliers. 

In 2015, Japan’s INPEX Corporation (INPEX) 
was awarded a 5% stake in the Abu Dhabi 
Onshore Concession. 

In 2018, the Japanese firm was also awarded 
a 10% stake in the new Lower Zakum offshore 
concession and, at the same time, also extended 
its 40% stake in Satah and increased its stake in 
Umm Al Dalkh from 12% to 40%. INPEX paid a 
fee of AED2.2 billion ($600 million) to enter the 
Lower Zakum concession, and AED920 million 
($250 million) to extend its interests in the Satah 
and Umm Al Dalkh concession. 

 Japan’s Agency 
for Natural 
Resource signed an 
agreement with Abu 
Dhabi National Oil 
Company to store 
8 million barrels of 
crude oil at storage 
facilities
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According to Akihiko Nakajima, the Japanese 
Ambassador to the UAE, trade between the two 
countries stood at $7.46 billion in the first quar-
ter of 2019. UAE exports to Japan were valued 
at $5.68 billion (AED20.87 billion), of which oil 
and gas comprised 96%.

Japanese exports to the UAE were $1.78 bil-
lion (AED6.53 billion) during the first quarter 
of 2019, of which automobiles and machinery 
accounted for 74%.

In 2018, Japanese exports to the UAE grew 
6% compared to the previous year to reach $8 
billion, while Emirati exports to Japan reached 
a value of $27.5 billion, an increase of 33% 
year-on-year.

All in, the UAE’s trade with Japan reached 
$130 billion over the period 2008 – 2018, as the 
two countries forged closer trade ties, according 
to the Ministry of Economy. 

Close to 340 Japanese companies have a pres-
ence in the UAE, with 11,000 Japanese brands 
registered in the country, and more than 4000 
Japanese citizens call the UAE home.

“The number of Japanese corporations in the 
UAE has slowly but steadily been increasing; 
from 273 in 2013 to 337 in 2018,” Ambassador 
Nakajima told Emirates News Agency, WAM.

The two countries are also looking beyond 
energy to increase investment and business 
ties. In 2018, the Japan Aerospace Exploration 
Agency (JAXA) deployed a pair of new satellites, 
including the first one built by the UAE, from 
the Tanegashima Space Centre.

The GOSAT-2 aims to measure carbon dioxide 
and methane, while the KhalifaSat is designed 
to assist with monitoring the environment and 
land use in cities to ship tracking and disaster 
relief. KhalifaSat had captured more than 7000 
images and completed 5400 low-Earth orbits 
within a year of its launch.

Japan, which has a robust tourism strategy and 
is eager to welcome Middle East tourists, is col-
laborating with UAE airlines to boost the flow 
of visitors. In January, Etihad Airways said it 
was kicking off a joint consumer campaign with 
Japan National Tourism Organisation, JNTO, to 
promote the land of the rising sun as a destina-
tion of choice for Middle Eastern travelers. 

“Etihad flies to both Tokyo and Nagoya and 
we look forward to continuing to support the 
growth of business, tourism and cultural links 
between the UAE and Japan,” said Robin 
Kamark, Chief Commercial Officer of Etihad 
Aviation Group. 

GDP growth higher to 0.8% in 2019, gradually 
rising to 0.9% in 2020 and 1.1% the next year.

Japan secured a trade deal with the United 
States last September as the country looked to 
boost exports to the world’s largest economy. In 
2018, Japan joined the 11-member Comprehen-
sive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, which also includes Australia, 
Malaysia and Singapore.

But the Asian giant is also forging closer trade 
ties with its strategic neighbours such as the 
UAE. Japanese exports to Abu Dhabi stood at 
AED8.86 billion in the first nine months of last 
year, making Japan the Emirate’s second largest 
supplier of goods, according to latest available 
data from the Statistics Centre Abu Dhabi. 

 The UAE built 
KhalifaSat was 
launched from 
Japan’s Tanegashima 
Space Centre

“it is well-t imed to e xpand our Joint Oil 
Storage Project. I  really hope that our 
bilateral relationship be t ween Japan 
and the UAE will be further strengthened 
through the project ”
MAKIHARA HIDEKI, JAPAN’S STATE MINISTER OF 
ECONOMY, TRADE AND INDUSTRY
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His Excellency Mohamed Hilal Al Muhairi, Director 
General of the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry, met recently with His Excellency Serif Muj-
kanovic, Ambassador of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina to the United Arab Emirates.

During the meeting at the Chamber’s headquarters, 
they discussed ways to enhance commercial and invest-
ment cooperation between the two business communities 
of Abu Dhabi and Bosnia and Herzegovina.

H.E. Ambassador Mujkanovic expressed his country’s 
interest in supporting opportunities to increase trade 
exchange between the two sides, and the importance of 
introducing businesses to promising commercial and 
investment sectors beneficial to both countries.

He called on Abu Dhabi Chamber to form a trade 
mission to his country in order to be introduced to the 
available trade opportunities in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, and explained that the business community there 
was holding a business forum in April, which could be a 
launchpad for many investment initiatives.

H.E. Ambassador Mujkanovic praised the strong 

Abu Dhabi Chamber Discusses Trade Cooperation with 
Bosnia and Herzegovina

relationship between the UAE and Bosnia and Herzego-
vina on all levels, noting that between 30,000 to 35,000 
Emirati tourists visit the country every year. 

“Many Emirati investments focus on the property 
sector in the Bosnian capital considering the importance 
of tourism and the great geographical and natural fea-
tures of the country,” he said.

H.E. Al Mheiri and H.E. Ambassador Mujkanovic dis-
cussed the formation of a Bosnian business council in 
Abu Dhabi that would include Bosnian businesses oper-
ating in the Emirate.

H.E. Al Mheiri said Abu Dhabi Chamber was ready to 
increase its joint cooperation with all Bosnian compa-
nies that are members of the Chamber and operating in 
Abu Dhabi and all the other Emirates in general, which 
falls within the interests of the Chamber to support busi-
nesses and create the proper environment for foreign 
companies. 

He added that there are more than 20 business coun-
cils in Abu Dhabi, which house thousands of operating 
companies in different economic and services sectors.
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Director General of the Abu Dhabi Chamber, His Excel-
lency Mohamed Helal Al Mheiri honoured the winners of 
the second edition of the Internal Excellence Award at the 
Chamber’s tower in Abu Dhabi recently.

The ceremony was attended by higher management and 
all Chamber employees. 

During his opening speech, H.E. Al Mheiri emphasized 
the importance of the award and said it was a key initia-
tive to increase the Chamber’s competitiveness, as well as 
develop its services and work mechanisms in order to real-
ise the vision and mission of the Chamber and its strategic 
objectives.

H.E. Al Mheiri pointed out that the award was launched in 
response to the directions of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed 
Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy 
Supreme Commander of the UAE Armed Forces, to improve 
the performance level of public entities in Abu Dhabi. 

The award also falls within the strategy and initiatives 
of the Chamber, which was the first to launch its excellence 
programme in the Emirate of the Abu Dhabi – the Sheikh 
Khalifa Excellence Award.

The Director General expressed his thanks and apprecia-
tion to the Chairman and Board Members of the Chamber 

for their support and encouragement for Chamber employ-
ees, who are working hard to help realise Abu Dhabi 
Chamber’s goals and who have been instrumental in the 
success of several projects.

H.E. Al Mheiri concluded the ceremony by announcing 
the launch of the third edition of the Internal Excellence 
Award and opening the door for nominations. 

Winners of Internal Excellence Award Honoured

Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry launched the Business Sus-
tainability Platform recently, which 
has been developed and designed to 
serve the business sector in Abu Dhabi 
and the UAE.

The Business Sustainability Plat-
form was launched during a workshop 
at the Chamber’s tower in Abu Dhabi 
attended by a large number of busi-
nesses operating in Abu Dhabi.

Workshop participants were shown 
how to use the platform and the 
benefits of subscribing to it. The work-
shop also tackled the importance of 
adopting best practices in disclosing 
sustainability performance indexes, 
which go in line with international 
sustainability standards.

Abu Dhabi Chamber is amongst 
the first chambers in the world to be 
interested in sustainability, not only 
for its role in developing an inte-
grated strategy for management, but 

to monitor and collect sustainability 
tools for its members too. This comes 
as part of the international transfor-
mation towards more transparency 
and accountability, and within the 
frame of supporting companies and 
businesses in disclosing their sustain-
ability-related performance.

The Chamber’s Business Sustaina-
bility Platform will become a key factor 

in increasing the Emirate’s competi-
tiveness edge for attracting sustainable 
investments.

It’s a further move towards more 
sustainable development and eco-
nomic diversity, which comes within 
the ambitions of Abu Dhabi Economic 
Vision 2030, and also addresses the 
growing demand for environmental 
social governance.

Sustainability Platform Launched to Serve Business Sector
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His Excellency Teodoro Ribera, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Chile, expressed his country’s desire to increase 
business cooperation with Abu Dhabi across all sectors 
during a visit to Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry recently.

H.E. Ribera and his accompanying delegation were 
received by His Excellency Ibrahim Al Mahmoud, First 
Deputy Chairman of Abu Dhabi Chamber. His Excel-
lency Mohamed Helal Al Mheiri, Director General Abu 
Dhabi Chamber also attended the meeting along with 
Mr. Abdullah Ghurair Al Qubaisi, Deputy Director Gen-
eral, and the Ambassador of Chile to the UAE.

During the meeting, H.E. Ribera said Abu Dhabi was 
one of the best destinations for direct foreign investments 
and enjoyed a strategic geographical location that con-
nects the markets of the region.

H.E. Al Mahmoud expressed the Chamber’s readiness 
to provide all the support needed to strengthen trade and 
investment cooperation between businesses in Abu Dhabi 
and Chile given the huge potentials of both countries.

H.E. Al Mheiri explained that the Chamber works con-
tinuously with its partners to empower the private sector 
to be effective in the Emirate’s economy, which goes in line 
with the vision of the UAE’s wise leadership in presenting 

Chile’s Minister of Foreign A�airs Calls for Increased 
Business Cooperation

facilities and incentives to increase the role of the private 
sector in the comprehensive development of the Emirate.

Both sides agreed to dedicate a Chilean Day in Abu 
Dhabi to promote Chilean products, especially fruit and 
vegetables, for which Chile is well known.

The Chilean Minister called on Abu Dhabi Chamber to 
form a trade delegation to visit Chile in order to take a 
closer look at the available investment opportunities there.

H.E. Al Mahmoud also called on the business com-
munity in Chile to visit Abu Dhabi and witness the great 
features and facilities the government offers for foreign 
investors.

NEW S
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