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EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY

To accelerate the dialogue among 
stakeholders on how to best take the 
industry to the next level, Booz & 
Company, the Telecommunications 
Regulatory Authority (TRA) of 
the UAE, INSEAD, and the World 
Economic Forum convened the Middle 
East ICT Leaders’ Event in Abu Dhabi 
in October 2011. The event gave 
policymakers, regulatory authorities, 
telecom operators, investment authori-
ties, industry experts, academics, and 
representatives from industry bodies a 
forum to share their experiences and 

challenges and outline their vision for 
the sector’s future. 

As participants discussed the measures 
needed to provide an environment 
that will enable digitization and drive 
industry growth, they identified three 
imperatives for action: 

• The need to create next-generation 
policies that elevate ICT on the 
national agenda, ensure the sustain-
ability of national broadband infra-
structure investments, and recognize 

After a decade of market liberalization and rapid growth, 
the ICT industry in the Middle East is at a crucial moment in 
its evolution. On one hand, competition is well developed, 
markets are reaching maturity, and growth in traditional tele-
communication markets is slowing down. On the other hand, 
consumers, businesses, and governments are rapidly embrac-
ing connected digital applications, creating new opportunities 
for industry growth and socioeconomic benefits. To ensure 
that the sector makes a successful transition from the liber-
alization era to the digitization era, ICT stakeholders in the 
region will need to take decisive action—and soon. 
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS 

•	 The ICT sector in the Middle 
East represented 5.9 percent of 
regional GDP and a US$81 billion 
value in 2010; with a coordinated 
effort from stakeholders, it has 
the potential to reach $173 billion 
and 7.5 percent of GDP by 2015.

•	 In formulating ICT policy to 
generate growth, governments 
should link policy to broader 
economic objectives and ensure 
that ICT is a national priority. 

•	 The sector needs effective 
governance models that 
acknowledge its increasing 
complexity and are designed 
to include a diverse array of 
stakeholders. 

•	 Regional collaboration would 
allow stakeholders to better tap 
into the region’s complementary 
resources and markets, 
and more effectively adopt 
solutions that rely on scale and 
standardization. 

the importance of digitization to 
social development and economic 
growth

• The importance of sector gover-
nance models that bring together 
multiple stakeholders, both within 
ICT and in adjacent industry 
verticals, and balance the roles of 
government and industry   

• The potential of cross-border 
regional collaboration, including 
the development of complementary 
markets and capabilities, to broaden 

sector development and create 
opportunities for socioeconomic 
impact 

The attendees at the Middle East 
ICT Leaders’ Event highlighted the 
urgency of these imperatives and 
the pressing need for a coordinated 
effort among multiple stakeholders to 
move the industry forward. Unless the 
region’s ICT leaders are able to make a 
unanimous commitment to these three 
imperatives, the momentum that the 
ICT sector has enjoyed in recent years 
will stall.  
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The Middle East as a whole, and the 
regional ICT industry in particular, 
is at a watershed moment. Regional 
governments have a clear and 
urgent imperative to create jobs and 
build sustainable economies for a 
demographic bulge of young people; 
the Arab Spring has highlighted the 
central role of technology in the 
interactions of this ICT-savvy group 
of young people. A recent  
Booz & Company survey of young 
people in the GCC showed that 
national technological advancement 
is a top priority (see Exhibit 1). It 
has become increasingly apparent 
that the ICT industry is one of the 
foundations of the Middle East’s 
social and economic future—a 
daunting prospect for the industry’s 
diverse stakeholders, yet an 
opportunity as well.

As industry leaders grapple with 
the implications of their evolving 
role in building digital economies 
and societies, they must also adapt 
to changing dynamics within 
the industry itself. The Middle 
East’s telecom markets are rapidly 
approaching maturity, with mobile 
penetration approaching saturation, 
revenue growth slowing, and EBITDA 
margins declining. 

This level of market maturity 
coincides with the rapid advancement 
of the Middle East’s ICT industry—
which is illustrated by the progress 
that some countries in the region 
have made in the rankings of the 
World Economic Forum’s Networked 
Readiness Index. The fact that the 
region’s ICT industry has reached 
this level of achievement is especially 
impressive considering that the 

Source: Booz & Company Youth Survey

Exhibit 1 
Young People in the GCC Want to Live in Technologically Advanced Nations

CREATING A 
DIGITAL FUTURE

WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR COUNTRY TO BE REPUTED FOR?
(PERCENTAGE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS) 

Technologically advanced nation

Educated/intellectual society

Prosperous nation

Leading Arab country in the world

Leader in the Arab world

Other

67%

65%

60%

51%

40%

3%
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industry has been operating within 
a policy environment that has 
emphasized managed liberalization, 
and in this regard can be considered 
an inspiration for other emerging 
markets worldwide.

But these factors—the essential nature 
of ICT and rapidly approaching 
market maturity—mean that it is 
time for the region’s ICT ecosystem 
to redefine itself and its key activities. 
With ICT access approaching 
ubiquity, policymakers’ next 
challenge is to ensure that individuals, 
governments, and businesses are 
making the best possible use of those 
technologies. Stakeholders should 
focus on their countries’ progress 

in digitization—the pervasive 
adoption of digital, broadband-
enabled technologies by consumers, 
enterprises, and governments. 
Countries that have achieved 
advanced levels of digitization have 
realized significant benefits in their 
economies, their societies, and the 
functioning of their public sectors. 

Determining how to keep moving the 
region forward is a complex question 
that will require input from all of the 
industry’s stakeholders: policymakers, 
regulatory authorities, telecom 
operators, investment authorities, 
industry experts, academics, and 
representatives of international 
industry bodies. It is also an urgent 

question: The ICT industry has a 
critical role to play in addressing 
the region’s most pressing issues, 
including job creation, economic 
diversification, innovation capacity, 
and social and political reform. 

Unfortunately, governments do 
not have the option of biding their 
time and waiting to see how the 
industry develops before making 
strategic choices about policy. 
The Middle East’s young and 
digitally sophisticated consumers 
are not waiting for policymakers 
or operators. By creating content, 
developing new applications, using 
social media to bring about political 
change, and conducting the majority 

Fadi Farra, OECD; Dr. Bruno Lanvin, INSEAD; His Excellency Mohamed Nasser Al-Ghanim, TRA UAE; Bahjat El-Darwiche, Booz & Company; 

Louay Abou Chanab, Booz & Company



6 Booz & Company

of their communications over mobile 
networks, they are creating the next 
era of ICT usage on their own. 
 
To accelerate the dialogue on 
the role of ICT in the region’s 
development, Booz & Company, 
TRA UAE, INSEAD, and the World 
Economic Forum convened the 
Middle East ICT Leaders’ Event in 
Abu Dhabi in October 2011. The 
event, which featured the theme 
“Building the Digital Middle East: 

Policy, Regulation, and Governance 
Imperatives,” provided a forum for 
ICT leaders to share their experiences 
and challenges, and outline their 
vision for developing the sector and 
building knowledge economies. The 
roundtable format gave participants 
the chance to engage with each other 
about the most critical priorities for 
the sector. Over the course of the day-
long event, participants had a lively 
dialogue organized around three 
primary issues:

• What next-generation ICT policies 
are needed to support the sector’s 
development?

• How can sector governance evolve 
to meet the industry’s needs?

• What level of regional 
collaboration will most benefit 
sector development?

Fintan Healy, TRA UAE; Dr. Raul Katz, Columbia University; Beñat Bilbao, World Economic Forum
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ICT access, which has been the top 
priority for policymakers in the 
Middle East and globally for the last 
decade, remains critical to the region’s 
development. Gradually, however, 
policymakers are considering what 
else is necessary to achieve national 
digitization. As this occurs, new ques-
tions arise for policymakers that have 

traditionally focused their efforts on 
the regulation of telecom infrastruc-
ture: How can countries measure the 
impact of digitization on their econo-
mies and societies? What is the best 
way to devise new ICT policies that 
will magnify digitization’s positive 
effects and increase not just ICT access 
but ICT usage?

FORMULATING 
NEXT-GENERATION 
ICT POLICIES

Ahmed Julfar, Etisalat; Osman Sultan, du
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In the coming years, a number of 
institutions will attempt to address 
the issue of monitoring ICT impact—
the World Economic Forum’s 
Networked Readiness Index, for 
instance, is evolving in this direction. 
Once countries have such tangible 
measures, it will be easier for them 
to quantify the need for high-level, 
national digitization policies. 

Making this case can be particularly 
difficult in oil-rich economies, where 
governments’ necessary levels of 
investment in ICT—and the poten-
tial returns—are little more than a 
rounding error, as one participant at 
the Middle East ICT Leaders’ Event 
pointed out. But in devising policies 
that will support the next wave of 
sector growth, governments need to 

consider not only the financial gains, 
such as tax revenue, that the ICT 
sector can provide; they must look 
also at the broader socioeconomic 
impact of enabling a healthy ICT 
sector. Governments that formulate 
policies to support the sector’s growth 
may sacrifice some short-term rev-
enues, but they will realize long-term 
benefits from policies that encourage 

Selim Eddé, SAP; Kaj-Erik Relander, Emirates Investment Authority
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the construction of broadband net-
works and digitization within indus-
tries such as health and education.

In devising the policies that will allow 
for the growth of the ICT sector and 
exert the maximum impact on econo-
mies and societies, a number of steps 
are necessary.

First, national leaders must formulate 
and commit to a national digitization 
policy, with oversight at the executive 
branch level that encompasses the ICT 
sector as well as the broader economy. 
It should include a detailed national 
ICT plan that clearly identifies goals, 

milestones, and corresponding met-
rics. Policymakers will also need to 
institutionalize systems to measure 
and monitor ICT and digitization 
progress against those plans, while 
creating accountability for the targets 
defined. At present, few countries 
are taking such a comprehensive and 
actionable view of ICT, a fact that 
is reflected in ICT leaders’ relative 
positions in government: A number of 
participants noted that in many coun-
tries, ministers of communications 
do not yet have an equal seat at the 
table with their ministers of finance or 
defense, or the position does not exist 
at all. Only those at the highest levels 

of government can take such a long-
range view, and that is the level at 
which ICT policy must be formulated. 

Second, ICT policies must acknowl-
edge that the sector has moved 
beyond telecom and address the 
convergence between telecom, media, 
and information technology. At pres-
ent, telecom infrastructure in many 
regional markets is fairly well devel-
oped, while the other two industries 
are still lagging. For instance, in the 
UAE, non-telecom ICT accounts for 
21 percent of total ICT spend (with 
the other 79 percent earmarked for 
communications), compared to 37 

ICT policies must acknowledge 
that the sector has moved 
beyond telecom and address the 
convergence between telecom, 
media, and information technology.
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percent in developed markets such 
as Finland; this means that there is 
significant untapped ICT opportunity 
beyond telecom. To develop more 
holistic policies, governments can 
facilitate partnerships between entre-
preneurs in telecom, media, and tech-
nology; similarly, telecom operators 
can develop multimedia platforms to 
encourage application developers.

Third, policies must be formulated 
within a collaborative, multi-
stakeholder environment that 
includes representatives from all 
industry sectors, in which ICT is 
acknowledged as a critical economic 
driver. “ICT is too important to 
be left to ICT players alone,” one 
participant noted. Examples from 
within the region and around the 

world highlight the pitfalls of 
trying to develop the ICT industry 
without a supportive policy network. 
One participant raised the specter 
of France Telecom’s Minitel, the 
communications terminal launched in 
1982 that operated over phone lines, 
allowing households across France 
to e-mail, chat, make purchases, 
and pay bills. It was a precursor 

Rod Beckstrom, ICANN; Scott David, K&L Gates
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to the Internet and, with a bolder 
policy that took the invention 
global, could have vaulted France 
into the position of a digital pioneer. 
Its actual impact is unclear: Some 
analysts say that it allowed France to 
adopt alternate e-commerce solutions 
more quickly than other countries 
because consumers were comfortable 
with electronic transactions; others 
note that Minitel may actually have 
slowed the introduction of high-speed 
Internet in France, and impeded the 
development of the digital economy, 
because France Telecom considered 
the service good enough. In any case, 
however, a lack of supporting policy 
prevented France from becoming a 
digital world leader with first-mover 
advantage. In an example closer to 
home, one operator has deployed 
fiber to more than half of the homes 
in the country in which it operates, 
yet has not been able to monetize 
the investment due to fragmented 
demand, limited usage, and pressure 
on wholesale pricing. Without 

a digitization policy that creates 
demand, the infrastructure will likely 
continue to languish.

Fourth, policymakers should 
acknowledge the complementary 
abilities of the public and private 
sectors and facilitate their collabora-
tion. Industry forums, government 
and industry coordination over policy 
issues, and frameworks for public–
private partnerships (PPPs) will be 
key tools for collaboration. An effec-
tive PPP model requires countries 
to provide incentives for less attrac-
tive investments while enabling the 
private sector to garner profits from 
those with high returns. For example, 
governments may decide to partici-
pate in funding broadband deploy-
ment in remote areas, but may not 
want to invest in urban areas, which 
generate an attractive return for the 
private sector.  

Finally, countries should look to 
develop clusters that build on their 

existing capabilities and offer a 
competitive advantage. These might 
include Arabic and local services and 
applications, IT services and smart 
devices for the energy and utilities 
sectors, and e-education and e-health 
systems that support the massive 
buildup of related sectors.

Ultimately, the dynamic nature of 
the ICT industry requires a carefully 
calibrated response from governments. 
“Operators have spent the last 
10 years of liberalization asking 
regulators to let them grow,” one 
participant said. “Today, they see the 
need for government intervention, 
because this critical issue of 
connectivity cannot be left to investors 
and entrepreneurs. Access is a basic 
human need, and now a basic human 
right.” All members of the ecosystem 
will have to work together to ensure 
that everyone in the region, and 
especially the young people clamoring 
for opportunity, can claim this right.



12 Booz & Company

Any discussion of next-generation ICT 
policy must continue with an analysis 
of the right form of sector governance. 
“If policy drives performance, then 
governance maximizes policy,” 
one participant commented. At 
present, sector governance is mostly 
undermined by the lack of a holistic 
agenda that brings together the 
various elements of the ICT ecosystem 
(telecom, media, and IT) and engages 
other industry verticals such as 
financial services, health, utilities, and 
transportation in order to maximize 
the impact of digitization, and the 
absence of a model that coordinates 
all of the different moving parts.

In designing a governance model that 
represents all perspectives, countries 
need to take a number of issues under 
consideration.

The first priority for sector 
governance is to effectively fulfill 
four complementary roles: policy, 
regulation, sector development, and 
e-enablement. Each must be a distinct 
and dedicated function, yet must be 
coordinated with the others. In finding 
this balance, countries may choose 
to establish separate institutions, or 
create clearly defined roles within an 
umbrella organization, or create a 
hybrid model. A centralized model, 

EVOLVING 
GOVERNANCE

Ghassan Hasbani, STC
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such as Singapore and Qatar have 
created, can ensure synergies and 
efficiencies; a distributed model, like 
those in Bahrain, Oman, and the 
U.K., allows for better focus and more 
effective capabilities building; and a 
hybrid model, like those in Jordan, 
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE can 
offer some advantages of both. Each 
country’s choice of model will depend 
largely on the context in which the 
model is created, as well as existing 
government structure.

Next, a multi-stakeholder approach 
to sector governance must successfully 
incorporate a diverse array of 
stakeholders. One model for ICT 
governance might come from the 
example of SWIFT (Society for 
Worldwide Interbank Financial 
Telecommunication), the cooperative 
that provides a communications 
platform, products, and services for 
the financial services industry to do 
business globally. More than 9,700 

banking organizations, securities 
institutions, and corporate customers 
in 209 countries use SWIFT to 
exchange financial information. 
Its governance model is effective 
because it is centralized—overseen 
by the SWIFT organization—and 
yet adaptable to individual market 
conditions and regulatory regimes. 
“What makes SWIFT work is that 
there is a common benefit that results 
from the limited and centralized 
standards, protocols, and governance 
structures with it,” one attendee noted. 
“The rest is left to all the participants. 
Even countries at war keep SWIFT 
working, just as they keep the Internet 
working. They understand that it’s a 
critical common good.”  

Finally, sector governance must strike 
the right balance between the roles 
of government and industry. As the 
industry becomes ever more complex, 
it will be increasingly difficult for 
even the most knowledgeable and 

experienced policymakers to guide 
its direction. Instead, policymakers 
should think more in terms of 
nurturing the sector’s development 
than intervening in its growth. 
Industry leaders have a role to play 
here as well: By making their voices 
heard, they can help policymakers 
understand what measures will best 
contribute to the sector’s effectiveness 
and well-being, and help make 
consumers’ needs known as well. 
Regular forums that include public 
and private stakeholders, such as 
South Korea hosts regularly, can 
encourage dialogue and help both 
sides get a better understanding of 
the current ICT environment and the 
future of the sector.

By developing effective governance 
models, governments can not only 
nurture the ICT sector but enhance its 
impact on adjacent industries and the 
economy overall.

Policymakers should think more 
in terms of nurturing the sector’s 
development than intervening in 
its growth. 
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One participant at the ICT Leaders’ 
Event succinctly summarized the 
potential for regional collaboration in 
the ICT industry: “Historically, goods 
and people have not passed easily 
over the region’s national borders,” 
he said. “But maybe ICT has the 
potential to transcend frontiers and 
do something extraordinary.”

This is a critical discussion for ICT 
stakeholders to have, given the 
multitude of ways in which the ICT 
industry is not confined by borders. 
It is also the right time to have the 
discussion, because regional leaders are 
aware of the ways in which ICT can 
contribute to stability and prosperity, 
and thus must be on the regional 
agenda. However, this moment will 
not extend indefinitely. “We have a 
limited window in which to have an 
impact,” one attendee commented. 

There are a number of ways in which 
industry stakeholders can ensure 
effective regional collaboration. 

The first relates to the 
implementation of regional oversight. 
The establishment of an independent 
body—similar, perhaps, to the World 
Economic Forum—rather than a 
government body would reduce the 
likelihood of political challenges 
that could hinder collaboration. 
“It should focus on commercial, 
not political, proposals, such as 
investment, cyber security, and 
collaboration with universities and 
R&D centers. A lot of these things 
could be addressed at the regional 
level,” one participant noted. An 
independent body could also address 
data roaming (exploring operators’ 
willingness to collaborate and agree 
on lower regional data roaming 

FOSTERING 
REGIONAL 
COLLABORATION
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charges); intraregional connectivity 
(allowing operators to deliver 
higher connectivity at a lower cost 
by joining forces); and capacity 
(ensuring that traffic is exclusively 
exchanged at a regional level to 
deliver digital goods faster).

Another potential area for regional 
collaboration relates to the creation 
of industry clusters within certain 
countries. As noted previously, 
countries in the Middle East should 
be looking to their capabilities to 
determine how they can create 
competitive advantage in particular 
ICT clusters, and several countries 

are already doing so: Qatar plans to 
develop digital archives of significant 
Arabic texts for online distribution 
by 2015, Bahrain hopes to establish 
itself as a regional hub for ICT 
research and development, and the 
UAE is building its capabilities in the 
utilities sector with the deployment of 
smart grids in Abu Dhabi. Regional 
collaboration would ensure that 
countries are not duplicating—and 
undermining—each other’s efforts by 
building overlapping clusters. 

No one underestimates the challenge 
of creating regional consensus, given 
the difficulty of doing so in the past—

on ICT issues and otherwise. But 
there are ways to open the door. One 
participant commented that beginning 
with existing alliances, such as the 
GCC, could be a gateway to fostering 
collaboration throughout the MENA 
region. For instance, the GCC could 
start to address the data roaming 
and intraregional connectivity issues 
mentioned previously; in doing so, 
it could set the foundation for the 
larger MENA region to do the same. 
Another possibility could be the 
establishment of training centers to 
build a talent base that would benefit 
the region as a whole.
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The issues that regional ICT 
stakeholders are grappling with 
are not unique to the Middle East; 
government and industry leaders 
around the world are struggling with 
the same challenges. “The novelty 
of the ICT ecosystem and the speed 
of its development are the great 
equalizers among countries,” one 
attendee observed.

One could make the case, however, 
that regional leaders are moving 
more adroitly than their global 
peers. A participant who has 
attended similar summits in other 
parts of the world noted that he had 
seen a greater degree of cohesion 
at the Middle East ICT Leaders’ 
Event than at similar gatherings 
elsewhere. Considering the diversity 

IMPERATIVES 
FOR EVOLUTION

Peter Lyons, GSMA; Nicolas Gresser, Booz & Company
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of perspectives in the room, the 
level of consensus was impressive. 
“People here agree on the key 
problems, which is 90 percent of the 
work on any issue,” one participant 
commented. “It allows us to be 
focused on solutions.” 

Finding those solutions is critical. 
The ICT sector in the Middle East, 
which in 2010 represented 5.9 
percent of regional GDP and an $81 

billion value, has the potential to 
reach $173 billion and 7.5 percent 
of GDP by 2015. If the region is 
to maintain the progress it has 
made in the Networked Readiness 
Index, stakeholders must not lose 
the momentum they created at the 
Middle East ICT Leaders’ Event. 
If successful, they will not only be 
contributing to the growth of the 
sector but having an impact on 
significant issues such as economic 

diversification, job creation, and 
social and political reform.

Such urgent issues demand an urgent 
response. We hope the members of 
the ICT ecosystem will consider the 
Middle East ICT Leaders’ Event, 
and others to be held in the future, 
as a call to action. Coordination 
between relevant stakeholders will 
be essential to the sector’s future, 
and that of the region as a whole.



Booz & Company is a leading global management 
consulting firm, helping the world’s top businesses, 
governments, and organizations. Our founder,  
Edwin Booz, defined the profession when he estab-
lished the first management consulting firm in 1914.

Today, with more than 3,300 people in 60 offices 
around the world, we bring foresight and knowledge, 
deep functional expertise, and a practical approach 
to building capabilities and delivering real impact. 
We work closely with our clients to create and deliver 
essential advantage. The independent White Space 
report ranked Booz & Company #1 among consult-
ing firms for “the best thought leadership” in 2011. 

For our management magazine strategy+business, 
visit strategy-business.com.
 
Visit booz.com/me to learn more about  
Booz & Company.

The most recent
list	of	our	offices
and	affiliates,	with
addresses and
telephone numbers,
can be found on
our website,
booz.com.

Worldwide	Offices

Asia
Beijing
Delhi
Hong Kong
Mumbai
Seoul
Shanghai
Taipei
Tokyo

Australia,
New Zealand & 
Southeast Asia
Auckland
Bangkok

Brisbane
Canberra
Jakarta
Kuala Lumpur
Melbourne
Sydney

Europe
Amsterdam
Berlin
Copenhagen
Dublin
Düsseldorf
Frankfurt

Helsinki
Istanbul
London
Madrid
Milan
Moscow
Munich
Paris
Rome
Stockholm
Stuttgart
Vienna
Warsaw
Zurich

Middle East
Abu Dhabi
Beirut
Cairo
Doha
Dubai
Riyadh

North America
Atlanta
Boston
Chicago
Cleveland
Dallas
DC

Detroit
Florham Park
Houston
Los Angeles
Mexico City
New York City
Parsippany
San Francisco

South America
Buenos Aires
Rio de Janeiro
Santiago
São Paulo
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