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UAE’S DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION ACCELERATES
As Dubai strides ahead towards becoming the world’s smartest city, with the
government already providing 1,000 e-services, digital transformation is on its
way to power the UAE’s digital economy. Whether it is e-commerce, banking,
or government services, the digital economy is set to grow at a scorching pace
due to high demand in a country that boasts an extremely high penetration of
smart devices.
The UAE recognizes the importance of smart governance and is implementing
digital initiatives across sectors. Initiatives such as One Million Arab Coders,
which aims to train one million people in computer programming to empower
and equip them with the technological tools and expertise, is one such step.
Globally, growth in the online economy is set to outpace growth in the
offline economy. The UAE has been one of the early adopters of electronic
transformation, with the transition from traditional government to electronic
government beginning in 2000. In 2013, the shift from e-government to smart
government was announced to establish the foundations of a smart city.
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Defined as an economy that functions primarily by means of digital technology,
especially electronic transactions made using the internet, the digital economy
“enables and executes the trade of goods and services through electronic
commerce on the internet”, according to an OECD working paper. It is described
by a World Bank discussion document as “the single most important driver of
innovation, competitiveness and growth in the world.” Adoption of open data and
initiatives promoting the robotics and artificial intelligence (AI) sectors will feed
the digital revolution.
In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, the number of technology
investors is growing steadily, with a compound annual growth rate of 31 percent
between 2012 and 2017, according to data collated by the ArabNet State of
Digital Investments Report released in May 2018.
Annually, 40 new funds have been added in 2015 and 2016. In 2017-2018 (until
May 2018), 30 more funds have been added, of which 10 are based in the UAE,
the report says.
Dubai’s free zones remain integral to its digital geography, even as rules related
to establishing foreign businesses at onshore locations are relaxed. The UAE
Cabinet’s approval for 10-year visas for international investors and talented
professionals will strengthen Dubai’s position in the global battle for the talent
required for digital growth.
According to the 2018 report ‘Exploring Digital Clusters, The Dubai Experience’
by property consultancy JLL, “On several measures of the digital economy,
Dubai sits within reach of global tech-rich ‘Innovator’ cities such as Berlin,
Austin, and Denver. The city ranks 9th globally in terms of tech start-ups per
GDP and 23rd on the presence of large technology companies (unicorns) per
head of population, thanks in part to its major regional role and ability to
leverage funding and support.”
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WHAT THEY SAY

“

SMART DUBAI ADOPTED AN INTEGRATED
STRATEGY THAT IS BUILT ON THE THREE PILLARS
OF GOVERNMENT EFFICIENCY, INDUSTRY
CREATION, AND INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP…
NUMEROUS IMPLEMENTATIONS, RANGING
FROM MASSIVE INTERNET OF THINGS (IOT)
SYSTEMS, DATA ANALYTICS, BLOCKCHAIN,
HYPERLOOP PROJECTS, INNOVATIVE 3D PRINTING,
AUTONOMOUS VEHICLES AND DRONES, ROBOTICS
AND ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE APPLICATIONS,
WERE ALL DEVELOPED AND TRIALED AS PART OF
OUR SMART DUBAI INITIATIVE.

H.E. DR. AISHA BIN BISHR,
DIRECTOR-GENERAL
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“

WE Forum May 2017, MediaOffice.ae December 2017

“

TODAY, MORE THAN 400 ORACLE
CLOUD SALES PROFESSIONALS ARE
HELPING SEVERAL SMBS IN THE UAE
AND THE WIDER MIDDLE EAST DRIVE
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION.

ABDUL RAHMAN AL THEHAIBAN
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT
- TECH, MIDDLE EAST AND AFRICA
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“

Oracle press statement, May 2018

No.1
IN THE ARAB WORLD

WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM’S 2017 DIGITAL EVOLUTION
INDEX RANKS THE UAE AT THE TOP IN THE REGION
OVERALL SCORE: 3.22 | GLOBAL RANK: 22 OF 60 COUNTRIES

ONE OF

TOP 3

UAE IS MENA HUB FOR
ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY

33%

STANDOUT COUNTRIES

THE UAE IS RANKED IN THE TOP THREE
ALONG WITH SINGAPORE AND NEW
ZEALAND ON PROGRESS ACHIEVED
AND PACE OF CHANGE, QUALIFYING AS
‘STANDOUT’ COUNTRIES.

UAE’S SHARE OF MENA
START-UP FUNDING OF
USD 650 MILLION IN
270 DEALS IN 2017
Source: The State of Digital Investments in MENA 2013-2017

Source: Digital Evolution Index 2017,
the Fletcher School at Tufts University and MasterCard

CONTRIBUTION OF DIGITAL ECONOMY TO GDP IN 2017
UAE:

GLOBAL:

4.3%

6% - 8%
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40%

OF UAE POPULATION USING GOVERNMENT
DIGITAL SERVICES MORE THAN ONCE A WEEK
Source: The Department of Economic Development Abu Dhabi,
citing the EIU study Reinforcement of Digital Economy
in the UAE, commissioned by Google

USD
9.2 BILLION
TO BE GENERATED FROM DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION BY 2020

AMONG

TOP 10
DIGITAL ECONOMIES
OF THE FUTURE
FOR FDI ATTRACTION

Source: Digital Economy of the Future
for 2018/19, fDi magazine

Source: Smart Dubai
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MAKING IT ALL POSSIBLE
The UAE has invested in high quality ICT infrastructure in order to benefit
consumers, businesses, and governments, taking the digital economy
beyond e-commerce and e-business to areas such as ease of doing business,
communications, and providing services across all sectors including transport,
financial services, manufacturing, education, health care, retail, and business.
The UAE digital economy initiatives go beyond the ICT sector to focus on
digitalization of processes and supply chains across all sectors of the economy,
including procurement, production, coordination across networks of operating
units, outbound logistics and customer relations.
The UAE government at both federal and emirate level has been proactive in the
digital economy and digital media sectors, encouraging computer and internet
use with structured programs. The UAE Vision 2021 aims to transition the
country into a “knowledge based, highly productive and competitive economy”.
The 2017 Global Connectivity Index says: “Reduction or optimization of costs,
agility, and decreased risks are fueling the adoption of cloud computing in the
UAE. It has already moved from hype to the mainstream as businesses and
governments are moving farther and faster.”
The country is taking firm strides with ICT infrastructure 2.0. In May 2018,
for instance, telecom provider Etisalat announced the launch of the first
commercial 5G wireless network in the UAE to provide gigabit internet services
to its customers, to power digital transformation, IoT, smart cities, and the
fourth industrial revolution.
Smart Dubai Global Network, launched in April 2018, connects smart
cities over the world and shares Dubai’s knowledge and expertise in digital
transformation.
Dubai Airport Free Zone Authority’s (DAFZA) Digital Intelligence Plan
2018-2020, developed and launched in December 2017, in line with digital
transformation initiatives such as the Dubai Internet of Things Strategy and
the UAE Strategy for Artificial Intelligence, is a major initiative within the UAE
Centennial 2071 project.
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE DIGITAL ECONOMY
Digitalization of
the global economy
E-commerce

Digital content

Digital solutions

Internet platforms

Internet retailers
Other e-commerce/travel

Media/entertainment
Info/data provider

Electronic/digital payments
Other digital solutions/cloud

Search engines
Social networks
Other platforms
/sharing economy

IT (hardware and software)
Telecom

Digital MNEs,
performing activities
based on or strictly
linked to the internet
Purely digital
Mixed
ICT MNEs, providing the
enabling infrastructure
supporting the internet
Source: ©UNCTAD

DYNAMIC DIGITAL GROWTH ECOSYSTEM
Government services: The UAE occupies the first place in government
procurement of advanced technology products in the Global Competitiveness
Report 2017/18, under the Innovation pillar.
Mobile subscriptions: The UAE ranks second in mobile broadband
subscriptions per 100 inhabitants.
Impact of ICT on service access: The UAE ranks high on the impact of
Information and Communication Technology on access to basic services and
in the use of ICT from business to commercial transactions.
Talent: The UAE attracts the best talent in the field, ranking number
three in the availability of scientists and engineers in the Global
Competitiveness Report 2017/18.
ICT laws: The UAE scores 7 out of 10 on the strength of its ICT laws in
the Global Connectivity Index 2017.
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TOP FIVE INDUSTRIES TO ACCOUNT
FOR 57.4% OF MEA IOT SPENDING IN 2021
MANUFACTURING

CROSS INDUSTRIES*

CONSUMER**

UTILITIES

15.8%

12.7%

9.6%

TRANSPORTATION

9.9%

9.4%

*Cross Industries Includes: Connected Vehicles, Smart Buildings and Staff Identification
**Consumer Includes: Personal Wellness and Smart Homes

TOP FIVE USE CASES AS A PROPORTION
OF TOTAL MEA IOT SPENDING IN 2021
SMART
GRID

MANUFACTURING
OPERATIONS

FREIGHT
MONITORING

SMART
HOME

8.4%

8.1%

5.9%

5.7%

SOURCE: IDC / Worldwide Semiannual Internet of Things Spending Guide

11

dubaiadvantage.com

SMART
BUILDING

6.7%

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SECTORS
TAKE DIGITAL STRIDES
E-commerce in the Middle East is set to double to more than USD 69 billion
by 2020; the UAE’s share of the market in 2017 amounted to USD 27 billion,
a report by Payfort said. In the UAE, e-commerce sales doubled between 2015
and 2017, with a projection of further growth at annual rates of above 20
percent through 2021, according Middle East B2C E-Commerce Market 2018
by Research and Markets.
Banking: Private sector initiatives in the financial services sector include Liv.,
Emirates NBD’s mobile-only bank to support the UAE Vision 2021’s strategic
objectives of creating a smart innovation-driven economy. It has acquired
100,000 customers within a year of operations, in May 2018. Dubai banks
have started their digital transformation journey. In 2016, Commercial Bank
of Dubai launched CBD Now, a digital only bank. Emirates NBD has set apart
USD 272 million for its digital transformation. Investment firm Dubai Holding
has announced plans for a new USD 270 million digital bank to debut in 2019,
which will also serve the SMEs and mid-size corporate segment, addressing
issues such as transparent reporting, cash management platform linked to
receivables, payroll, and payments.
Fintech is seeing increasing adoption. According to the State of Fintech
report, the number of fintech start-ups is expected to reach 250 by 2020 in
the region. In May 2018, in5, an enabling platform for students, start-ups, and
entrepreneurs, has entered into an agreement with Oracle to help start-ups in
Dubai explore new growth avenues, introduce innovative services, and deliver
an exceptional customer experience through driving digital transformation,
beginning with more than 120 active start-ups in Dubai.
Construction sector is seeing nascent advances. WakeCap Tech, which
makes a safety and tracking device for construction workers, giving firms realtime and cloud-based visibility, won Dubai Chamber’s third Dubai Smartpreneur
competition in May 2018.
Customer Solutions Center launched by Dell in May 2018 is the first of
its kind in the region and designed to be a technology hub where experts can
collaborate with customers to explore, test, and prove IT solutions and share
best practices.
Trade finance will gain from technology to bridge the USD 1.5 trillion trade
finance gap and accelerate SME growth over the next decade, according to a
May 2018 report, The Future of Trade, from Dubai Multi Commodities Centre.
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THE DUBAI 10X INITIATIVE
His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and
Prime Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, called on all Dubai Government
entities to embrace disruptive innovation as a fundamental mantra of their
operations and to seek ways to incorporate its methodologies in all aspects of
their work.
Partnering with the right organizations is included in the mandate for each
X-Unit being set-up in various government entities, which are required to develop
processes and methodologies that will allow them to work with disruptive
companies and start-ups that radically offer better services or allow Dubai’s
residents to lead a happier life.
In addition, the 10X announcement states that “regulatory obstacles facing
such disruptive companies should be removed to allow for their uninterrupted
operations,” thus facilitating the entry of the key investors in these sectors.
Using disruptive innovation, as opposed to incremental innovation, all Dubai
government entities will seek to deliver new or existing services in radically
different ways using two specific foundations: customer centricity and design-led
thinking. Each department has been asked to find ways to disrupt its own practices
and develop moonshot solutions in partnership with the private sector using
available and emerging technologies. Some key initiatives include:
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Dubai Health Authority’s Genome project envisions
creating a genomic database of the entire population of
citizens and residents to provide personalized medicine and
enhance detection using AI and machine learning.
Dubai Police has proposed the ‘Police without Policemen’
project using technology to keep neighborhoods safe using
Dubai Eyes, a Wi-Fi enabled, 360-degree CCTV camera
that can transmit images directly to the house owner or to
the police operations room. Added to this are an airborne
surveillance blimp that oversees open spaces and projects
under construction, along with a smart police station.
Dubai Water and Electricity Authority’s Digital DEWA
project is the world’s first automated renewable energy
digital utility powered by artificial intelligence. It hinges
on four pillars – solar power, energy storage, autonomous
services, and a data hub.
Dubai Vehicle Chain, to be launched in 2020 by the Roads
and Transport Authority, is a vehicle lifecycle management
system that will record the complete history of a vehicle
from production to scrap.
Dubai Municipality’s Wastenizer is a decentralized waste
treatment solution with communities and buildings using
thermal methods to convert household waste into energy.
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USEFUL LINKS
ArabNet launches updated State of Digital
Investments report
UNCTAD World Investment Report 2017: Investment
and the Digital Economy
IDC: IoT spending in MEA to almost double over
coming years
UAE digital investments grow from $35m to $799m
in three years
Middle East e-commerce market to double
to USD 69bn by 2020
Mena’s digital potential to drive financial sector growth
in the region
Digital tools can reduce construction costs and
boost productivity
Emirates NBD’s digital bank Liv. plans regional expansion
Hospitality drives digital transformation
Dubai 10x approved projects from government departments
How digital technology is transforming Dubai
Dubai’s Digital Clusters - report by JLL
Trends & Insights by JLL
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