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The Middle East is undergoing a profound digital transformaƟon, with Gulf countries invesƟng 
heavily in arƟficial intelligence (AI) and advanced digital infrastructure as pillars of their economic 
future. The United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and especially the emirate of Abu Dhabi, 
are at the forefront of this regional tech revoluƟon. Recent high-profile events, including U.S. 
President Donald Trump’s visit to the region in May 2025, underscore how digital iniƟaƟves have 
become entwined with foreign policy and great-power compeƟƟon. Persian Gulf leaders are 
leveraging strategic partnerships and massive investments in AI to diversify their oil-based 
economies, while balancing influence from the United States and China. This essay examines the AI-
driven iniƟaƟves and investments in these countries up to 2025, highlighƟng key projects, policy 
frameworks, and the impact on tradiƟonal sectors and the broader regional economy. 

UAE: NaƟonal AI Strategy and Investments in Digital Infrastructure 

The UAE has posiƟoned itself as a pioneer in AI adopƟon and digital governance. In 2017, it became 
the first country in the world to appoint a Minister of State for ArƟficial Intelligence and launch a 
comprehensive NaƟonal AI Strategy. The UAE AI Strategy 2031 aspires to make the UAE one of the 
leading AI naƟons by 2031 and boost the economy by around 35% (approximately US$96 billion) 
through AI technologies. AmbiƟous targets include integraƟng AI across government services to 
reduce administraƟve costs by up to 50%, yielding billions in savings. This reflects the leadership’s 
belief that AI can improve efficiency and governance; for example, Dubai’s government reported 
significant gains from AI deployments – a recent audit found 15% efficiency improvements in some 
services due to AI implementaƟon. 

MulƟple UAE iniƟaƟves illustrate this all-of-naƟon approach. Dubai has rolled out “Smart Dubai” and 
“Dubai 10X” programs to accelerate AI adopƟon in public services, city management, and judicial 
processes. Dubai’s strategies include a Smart Dubai Strategy, a Dubai 3D PrinƟng Strategy, and a 
Dubai Autonomous TransportaƟon Strategy, all leveraging emerging technologies to leapfrog into the 
future. The country’s telecom operators were early to deploy 5G networks, providing a naƟonwide 
foundaƟon for Internet of Things (IoT) and AI applicaƟons. In 2019, the UAE also enacted its first data 
protecƟon law and AI Ethics principles (essenƟally “soŌ law” guidelines) to guide responsible AI use. 
While evolving, this policy environment balances innovaƟon with oversight and aligns with global 
best pracƟces. 

The UAE has invested in digital infrastructure to aƩract global tech players. It became one of the first 
Middle East markets for major cloud providers: MicrosoŌ opened two Azure cloud regions in the UAE 
in 2019, Amazon Web Services launched a Persian Gulf Region (Bahrain in 2019 and a UAE region in 
2022), and Google Cloud opened a new cloud region in Dubai. These investments are not just for 
show – they have tangible economic benefits. In Saudi Arabia (another Persian Gulf state), a new 
Google Cloud region is projected to add $109 billion in gross output to the economy between 2024 
and 2030, underscoring the high stakes of cloud and AI infrastructure for economic growth. The UAE 
similarly expects robust returns from its cloud and data centre expansions. A PwC analysis forecasts 
that by 2030, AI could contribute almost 14% of the UAE’s GDP, the highest in the Middle East – a 
testament to the UAE’s early investments in talent and technology. 

Abu Dhabi: Building an AI and Tech Hub 
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As the capital of the UAE, Abu Dhabi merits special focus for its role in culƟvaƟng an AI and high-tech 
ecosystem. Abu Dhabi has poured resources into research insƟtuƟons, industry clusters, and startups 
to posiƟon itself as a regional tech hub. In October 2019, it launched the Mohamed bin Zayed 
University of ArƟficial Intelligence (MBZUAI) – touted as the world’s first graduate-level AI university. 
In Masdar City (Abu Dhabi’s flagship green tech city), MBZUAI offers master's and PhD programs in 
machine learning, computer vision, and natural language processing, all on full scholarship to aƩract 
top talent. The university’s establishment symbolizes the emirate’s commitment to building human 
capital for the AI age. By educaƟng a new generaƟon of AI researchers and pracƟƟoners (its inaugural 
class began in 2020), Abu Dhabi is addressing the talent pipeline needed to realize its digital 
ambiƟons. 

Abu Dhabi has also fostered a vibrant innovaƟon ecosystem through iniƟaƟves like Hub71, a 
government-backed tech incubator in the Abu Dhabi Global Market free zone. Launched in 2019 with 
support from Mubadala (the state investment fund) and partners like MicrosoŌ and SoŌBank, Hub71 
has aƩracted dozens of startups from fintech to health tech. In 2024, Hub71 announced a new 
partnership with Google to launch a startup accelerator, giving its companies access to Google’s 
global mentor network and up to $300,000 in cloud credits for scaling AI-driven businesses. By 
connecƟng startups with tech giants, Abu Dhabi aims to create a pipeline of innovaƟve companies 
contribuƟng to the UAE’s digital economy and diversifying its private sector. 

On the industrial side, Abu Dhabi-based firms are making headlines with AI mega-projects. G42, an 
Abu Dhabi technology conglomerate specializing in AI, cloud compuƟng, and big data, has emerged 
as a key player. In 2023, G42 partnered with U.S. semiconductor company Cerebras Systems to build 
one of the world’s most powerful AI supercomputer networks. G42 agreed to purchase Cerebras’s 
cuƫng-edge “Condor Galaxy” AI supercomputers – invesƟng $100 million for the first three systems 
as part of a plan to deploy up to nine such supercomputers. These systems (each delivering several 
exaflops of AI compuƟng power) are being built in the U.S. and operated across G42’s cloud data 
centers. The first went online in late 2023, with two more due in 2024. This joint venture will give 
Abu Dhabi an AI compuƟng capacity on par with the world’s elite, which is dedicated to offering AI-
as-a-service for industries like healthcare and energy. G42’s investment – supported by U.S. private 
equity firm Silver Lake and Abu Dhabi’s Mubadala fund – exemplifies how Persian Gulf capital is 
forging partnerships to acquire strategic tech capabiliƟes. It also demonstrates Abu Dhabi’s strategy 
of leveraging its sovereign wealth to become a consumer of AI soluƟons and a global provider of AI 
infrastructure. 

Abu Dhabi’s focus on AI extends to other domains as well. The emirate’s agencies have explored AI in 
government services (e.g., using AI algorithms in municipal operaƟons and public safety) and oil & 
gas (applying machine learning for predicƟve maintenance of oil fields). AddiƟonally, Abu Dhabi is 
home to the IncepƟon InsƟtute of AI (IIAI), a research lab that has produced breakthroughs in 
computer vision and collaborated with local authoriƟes on AI soluƟons. Through such investments, 
Abu Dhabi steadily anchored the UAE’s reputaƟon as a regional “AI hub.” As of 2025, the UAE – 
turbocharged by Abu Dhabi’s iniƟaƟves – is reaping dividends: AI adopƟon contributes to growth and 
aƩracts global aƩenƟon. The UAE’s success is evidenced by world-class events like AI Everything and 
GITEX, hosted in Dubai, which draw AI startups and investors from around the globe each year. 

Saudi Arabia: Vision 2030 and AmbiƟons to Lead in AI 

Saudi Arabia, the region’s largest economy, has embarked on an equally transformaƟve digital 
journey under its Vision 2030 development plan. A cornerstone of Vision 2030 is to establish Saudi 
Arabia as a leader in technological innovaƟon and AI, leveraging the kingdom’s wealth to fuel a 
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knowledge economy. To steer this effort, Saudi Arabia created the Saudi Data and ArƟficial 
Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) in 2019, proclaiming that “Data is the oil of the 21st century” as its 
guiding moƩo. SDAIA launched a NaƟonal Strategy for Data & AI to place Saudi Arabia among the top 
AI naƟons by 2030, partly by aƩracƟng $20 billion in AI and data investments by that year. The 
kingdom promptly invested in digital infrastructure and policy frameworks: consolidaƟng over 80 
government datasets into a naƟonal data bank and merging 83 government data centers into one of 
the region’s most significant government clouds. These steps have already idenƟfied opportuniƟes 
for $10 billion in government savings and revenues through AI-driven efficiencies. 

Saudi Arabia’s leadership has not been shy about pouring money into marquee AI projects. At LEAP 
2025 – an annual tech conference in Riyadh – the government announced over $14.9 billion in new 
AI investments. These include building cuƫng-edge infrastructure and funding tech startups, firmly 
posiƟoning Saudi Arabia as an emerging regional tech hub. A headline-grabbing example is the 
partnership between Saudi Aramco (via its Aramco Digital subsidiary) and Silicon Valley AI chipmaker 
Groq. In 2025, Groq secured a $1.5 billion commitment from Saudi Arabia to develop AI chips and to 
establish a data center in Dammam, which will become the world’s largest AI inferencing data center. 
This massive facility, dedicated to running AI models in real Ɵme, will be a compute powerhouse 
linking Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. The project underscores Saudi Arabia’s strategy to 
capitalize on its geographic posiƟon at the crossroads of conƟnents, aiming to be a “regional AI 
backbone” for global data flows. It also illustrates the new direcƟon of Saudi investments: moving 
beyond oil into high-tech infrastructure. 

Another flagship iniƟaƟve is NEOM, the $500+ billion futurisƟc city under development in 
northwestern Saudi Arabia. Billed as a “living laboratory,” NEOM’s plans feature AI and roboƟcs 
woven into daily life – from autonomous transit systems to AI-enabled services in governance and 
security. Sub-projects like “The Line” (a smart linear city) promise a zero-car, AI-opƟmized urban 
environment. While sƟll under construcƟon, NEOM has signed agreements with global tech firms for 
smart city technology, and it is expected to showcase AI-driven urban design upon its phases opening 
later in the decade. In parallel, Saudi Arabia is culƟvaƟng homegrown tech ventures. The Saudi 
Company for ArƟficial Intelligence (SCAI), an arm of the Public Investment Fund (PIF), invests in AI 
startups and soluƟons, such as AI-based document analysis and voice recogniƟon plaƞorms. The 
kingdom is also seeding innovaƟon labs and training programs – for example, an iniƟaƟve called 
“FekraTech” received 40,000 ideas from young innovators in its first round – to ensure that 
entrepreneurial talent contributes to the AI ecosystem. 

From a policy standpoint, Saudi Arabia has begun draŌing AI governance guidelines (focusing on 
ethical use and data protecƟon) similar to the UAE’s approach. It introduced the Personal Data 
ProtecƟon Law (PDPL) to regulate data, albeit with broad exempƟons for naƟonal security and 
government use. This reflects a balance between aƩracƟng internaƟonal tech business and 
maintaining state control – a common theme in the Persian Gulf’s digital governance. Despite these 
challenges, Saudi Arabia’s overall trajectory in digital transformaƟon is acceleraƟng. The kingdom’s 
annual AI contribuƟon to GDP is expected to grow by 20–34% annually through 2030, one of the 
fastest rates globally. By 2030, AI could account for 12.4% of Saudi Arabia’s GDP (roughly on par with 
leading economies in Europe and Asia). The Saudi government has earmarked US$20 billion for AI 
development in the coming decade, signaling sustained poliƟcal will at the highest levels. 

Qatar: Data-Centric Strategy and Global Partnerships in AI 

Qatar’s AI journey has been quieter than the UAE and Saudi Arabia, but it is steadily gaining 
momentum. Qatar released its NaƟonal AI Strategy in 2019, focusing on six pillars (educaƟon, data 
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access, employment, business, research, and ethics) to guide AI development. While not as 
publicized, this strategy aligns with Qatar NaƟonal Vision 2030, which calls for a diversified, 
knowledge-based economy. One disƟncƟve aspect of Qatar’s approach is its emphasis on data 
infrastructure. Qatar is aggressively expanding its domesƟc data center capacity and cloud services 
as the backbone for AI. Although Qatar’s data center market is smaller than Saudi Arabia’s or the 
UAE’s, forecasts suggest Qatar will rank second only to the UAE in data center capacity per capita in 
the GCC. This indicates a significant investment relaƟve to its populaƟon size, ensuring that Qatari AI 
iniƟaƟves have the necessary compute and storage power. For instance, Qatar is developing smart 
ciƟes like Lusail, which require immense data collecƟon and processing for their smart infrastructure 
(from intelligent transport to sustainable energy systems). 

Qatar has partnered with leading internaƟonal tech firms to build this digital backbone. MicrosoŌ 
and Google chose Qatar as a new cloud region, a decisive vote of confidence in its market. MicrosoŌ 
opened an Azure data centre region in Doha in 2022, and Google Cloud launched its Qatar cloud 
region soon aŌer. According to the companies ' esƟmates, these cloud investments are projected to 
yield huge economic dividends: MicrosoŌ and Google’s cloud iniƟaƟves in Qatar are expected to 
generate a combined $35.9 billion in new revenues for Qatar’s economy. In addiƟon, Qatar’s telecom 
provider Ooredoo partnered with U.S.-based NVIDIA in 2023 to secure thousands of high-end AI 
chips for Qatar’s data centres. This landmark deal – NVIDIA’s first large-scale foray into the Middle 
East – will equip Qatar with state-of-the-art Tensor Core GPUs to power AI services domesƟcally and 
across Ooredoo’s network in countries like Kuwait, Oman, and Tunisia. Qatar’s strategy here is clear: 
rather than invest in local semiconductor fabs (an approach pursued by Saudi Arabia and the UAE in 
response to global chip supply concerns ), Qatar opts to procure cuƫng-edge technology through 
internaƟonal partnerships, ensuring it stays current with minimal delay and cost. Notably, Ooredoo’s 
CEO emphasized that the NVIDIA deal complied with U.S. export regulaƟons – a crucial point given 
recent U.S. moves to restrict advanced chip sales to specific regions. 

Regulatory alignment is indeed a defining feature of Qatar’s digital policy. Qatari officials have 
explicitly stated their intent to align AI regulaƟons with U.S. and EU standards, in contrast to some 
neighbours that prefer flexible “soŌ law” regimes. For example, Qatar is closely studying the 
European Union’s AI Act and implemenƟng data privacy laws that meet EU General Data ProtecƟon 
RegulaƟon (GDPR) benchmarks. The moƟve is twofold: aƩract mulƟnaƟonal tech companies by 
offering a familiar legal environment and ensure stable cross-border data flows and trade in digital 
services. This pro-Western regulatory posture also posiƟons Qatar as a trusted hub for internaƟonal 
investors who might be wary of vaguer data laws elsewhere in the Persian Gulf. Indeed, Qatar hosts 
global R&D centres like the Qatar CompuƟng Research InsƟtute (QCRI) and branches of Western 
universiƟes (Carnegie Mellon, HBKU) collaboraƟng on AI research in areas such as Arabic language 
processing and cybersecurity. 

In terms of applicaƟon areas, Qatar prioriƟzes domesƟc sectors of strategic importance. These 
include healthcare (e.g. using AI for personalized medicine and health administraƟon), energy 
(opƟmizing LNG producƟon and infrastructure maintenance), transportaƟon (smart port and aviaƟon 
systems), and sports management – fiƫng for a country that hosted the 2022 FIFA World Cup with 
extensive use of digital technologies for security and crowd management. Qatar seeks efficiency 
gains and service improvements that bolster its economy by deploying AI in these domains. For 
instance, AI-driven opƟmizaƟons in the energy sector can save costs in Qatar’s core LNG industry, 
while smart city tech enhances real estate and tourism value. Although smaller in scale than its 
Persian Gulf peers, Qatar’s digital transformaƟon is carving out a niche: it is becoming a regional 
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testbed for data-driven urban soluƟons and a bridge between global tech firms and Middle Eastern 
markets, underpinned by a stable, pro-investment environment. 

 

GeopoliƟcal Influences: U.S. Partnerships and China’s Digital Silk Road 

The rapid digital transformaƟon of the Middle East is unfolding amid intensifying geopoliƟcal 
compeƟƟon. The United States and China recognize the strategic significance of the region’s digital 
infrastructure and are vying for influence through investments, partnerships, and policy alignment. 

U.S. Foreign Policy and Support: Under the first Trump administraƟon (2017–2020), the U.S. 
strengthened Ɵes with Persian Gulf tech ambiƟons – a trend that appears to conƟnue in Trump’s 
second term, starƟng in 2025. President Trump’s May 2025 visit to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE 
(his first overseas trip aŌer re-entering office) was heavily oriented toward economic and tech 
cooperaƟon. Observers noted that large-scale investment pledges were the focus, with Persian Gulf 
sovereign wealth funds poised to inject capital into strategic sectors of the U.S. economy, and the 
U.S. promising to fast-track Persian Gulf investments. Notably, AI and semiconductor partnerships 
were featured in the visit’s agenda, which aimed to connect Persian Gulf investors with Silicon Valley 
firms more closely. This culminated in announcements of new joint ventures and funds linking, for 
example, Saudi Arabia’s PIF and the UAE’s Mubadala with American tech companies in areas like chip 
design, AI research, and clean tech. Such iniƟaƟves serve a dual purpose: they help Persian Gulf 
states obtain advanced technologies and know-how. At the same Ɵme, the U.S. secures capital for its 
industries and steers allies away from Chinese tech influence. 

U.S. defence and diplomacy iniƟaƟves have also increasingly included digital components. The 
Abraham Accords (UAE and Bahrain’s normalizaƟon with Israel in 2020, brokered by the Trump 
administraƟon) unlocked new avenues for tech collaboraƟon, given Israel’s high-tech sector. By 2025, 
UAE-Israeli AI, cybersecurity, and water-tech partnerships will flourish, oŌen encouraged quietly by 
Washington. Meanwhile, the U.S. government has expressed concerns about allies using Chinese 
telecom gear and AI surveillance tools. Under President Biden, the U.S. even contemplated 
restricƟons on exporƟng advanced AI chips to the Middle East over fears adversaries like China could 
access them. These export control debates alarmed Persian Gulf states, spurring some (Saudi Arabia, 
UAE) to explore domesƟc chipmaking. The Trump administraƟon in 2025 has signaled a more 
accommodaƟve stance to Persian Gulf tech needs in exchange for alignment with U.S. interests – for 
example, offering Tier 2 status in AI export rules (controlled access to advanced chips) to partners like 
Saudi and the UAE, and promising technology transfer in areas such as 5G/6G and space 
communicaƟons. Washington’s message is clear: the U.S. wants to be the partner of choice for the 
Persian Gulf’s digital rise, anchoring it in the Western camp. 

One tangible outcome is the surge of Persian Gulf investment in U.S. tech companies. Saudi Arabia’s 
PIF has expanded its U.S. tech holdings to $26.7 billion by late 2024, up sharply within a year. These 
holdings range from electric vehicle maker Lucid (where PIF is the majority owner) to Uber and 
gaming firms. The UAE’s Mubadala and ADIA funds likewise have billions in U.S. tech investments 
(including stakes in chipmaker GlobalFoundries and the SoŌBank Vision Fund). Such financial 
interlinkages solidify long-term alliances. During Trump’s 2025 trip, Persian Gulf states reportedly 
pledged new investments in American semiconductor fabricaƟon plants and AI startups, with the 
U.S. pledging support for Persian Gulf digital economy iniƟaƟves. The net effect is a Ɵghter 
integraƟon of Middle Eastern and American tech ecosystems, potenƟally giving the region 
preferenƟal access to Western innovaƟons. 
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China’s Digital Silk Road: On the other side, China has systemaƟcally grown its digital footprint in the 
Middle East as part of its Digital Silk Road (DSR) iniƟaƟve. Chinese tech companies – Huawei, Alibaba, 
Tencent, and others – view Persian Gulf countries as key markets and partners. They have tailored 
their approach to local needs rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all model. A prime example is 
Huawei’s role in regional telecom: Persian Gulf states widely adopted Huawei for 5G rollout despite 
U.S. pressure. The UAE and Saudi Arabia granted Huawei significant 5G contracts, valuing the 
company’s cost-effecƟve and fast deployment. Huawei has also helped build smart ciƟes and safety 
systems (e.g., surveillance cameras, innovaƟve traffic soluƟons) in ciƟes like Dubai and Riyadh. 
Notably, Chinese firms tend to adapt to local regulaƟons and poliƟcs, providing the tools Persian Gulf 
governments want, whether for innovaƟve services or more controversial surveillance capaciƟes, 
without pushing China’s governance model. This pragmaƟc strategy has made them aƩracƟve 
vendors in the region. 

Chinese companies are also invesƟng in cloud and data centres in the Persian Gulf. Alibaba Cloud 
opened data centres in Dubai and Bahrain, targeƟng Middle Eastern clients with an alternaƟve to 
U.S. clouds. Tencent Cloud has been expanding in the region as well. CollecƟvely, Alibaba, Huawei, 
and Tencent have established a notable presence, though sƟll smaller than that of 
Amazon/MicrosoŌ/Google. As of mid-2020, U.S. cloud providers have operated around 10 cloud 
regions in MENA, while Chinese providers have set up several of their own. This reflects an 
intensifying compeƟƟon: McKinsey esƟmates cloud services could generate $183 billion of value in 
MENA by 2030 (about 6% of GDP), and both superpowers want their share of this market. For 
Persian Gulf states, the ideal outcome is to draw investment from both sides – and indeed, they 
oŌen do business with all comers. For instance, Saudi Arabia’s NEOM has American, European, and 
Chinese tech partners involved in different project layers. 

Beyond corporate reach, China is negoƟaƟng directly at the strategic level. It has signed mulƟple 
MoUs with Persian Gulf governments on “digital cooperaƟon” covering e-commerce, fintech, and AI 
research. In 2022, Saudi Arabia and China agreed on joint high-tech projects during a summit in 
Riyadh, including seƫng up an innovaƟon center for emerging technologies. China’s BeiDou satellite 
system is finding uses in the region, and Chinese telecom infrastructure underpins new mega-
projects. The DSR also includes laying fiber-opƟc cables connecƟng Asia, Africa, and Europe through 
Middle Eastern nodes; for example, Chinese firms have been involved in submarine cable projects 
landing in Saudi Arabia and Oman. To the extent that Persian Gulf states desire digital sovereignty 
and diversified partnerships, China offers a valuable counterbalance to Western influence. However, 
Persian Gulf leaders are cauƟous about avoiding dependency on any single foreign power. Qatar – a 
close U.S. ally – explicitly aligns with Western AI norms. Saudi Arabia and the UAE pursue a mix of 
U.S. and Chinese tech, showing the nuanced approach: embrace Chinese technology where it serves 
naƟonal goals, but shape its use within local frameworks. 

 

In sum, the Middle East’s digital transformaƟon is not isolated but deeply enmeshed in global 
geopoliƟcs. Trump’s 2025 visit epitomized the U.S. bid to reinforce partnerships by centering them on 
AI and digital economy deals. Simultaneously, China’s Digital Silk Road provides Persian Gulf naƟons 
with alternaƟve sources of technology and investment. This mulƟpolar dynamic grants Persian Gulf 
states a degree of leverage: they can source the best technologies from East and West, and use 
compeƟƟon to secure favorable terms. Yet it also requires deŌ navigaƟon to maintain security Ɵes 
with the U.S. while engaging with Chinese tech. How the Persian Gulf manages this balance will 
influence the trajectory of its digital sector and the openness of its internet ecosystem in the years 
ahead. 
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Transforming TradiƟonal Sectors and the Regional Economy 

One of the most significant impacts of the Middle East’s digital drive is the transformaƟon of 
tradiƟonal economic sectors and trade paƩerns. AI and digital technologies are being applied to 
industries long dominated by oil and state-owned enterprises, unlocking new efficiencies and 
business models. 

Energy and Petrochemicals: The lifeblood of Persian Gulf economies – oil and gas – is opƟmized by AI 
at every step. NaƟonal oil companies like Saudi Aramco, ADNOC (Abu Dhabi), and QatarEnergy use AI 
for seismic data analysis, reservoir management, and predicƟve maintenance of refineries. For 
example, Saudi Aramco’s deployment of the Dammam-77 supercomputer (a 55.4-petaflop Cray 
system launched in 2021) accelerates geophysical modelling to boost hydrocarbon discovery and 
recovery rates. With the new Aramco-Groq AI inferencing centre coming online, AI will further 
enhance real-Ɵme decision-making in operaƟons. These improvements can extend the profitable life 
of oilfields and cut downƟme, translaƟng into billions of dollars saved in a sector where even a 1% 
efficiency gain is substanƟal. Moreover, surplus energy (especially in Saudi Arabia with its vast solar 
potenƟal) is being directed to power energy-intensive AI compuƟng faciliƟes, effecƟvely turning oil 
wealth into “compute power.” This paves the way for Persian Gulf states to export not only oil, but 
eventually AI services – a conceptual shiŌ from “gallons to gigabytes” in moneƟzing energy 
resources. 

TransportaƟon and LogisƟcs: Persian Gulf countries are major trade hubs (e.g., Dubai’s Jebel Ali is 
one of the world’s busiest ports, and Qatar and the UAE host leading air cargo and passenger 
airlines). Here, AI improves the flow of goods and people. Ports are adopƟng AI-driven container 
tracking and customs inspecƟon systems that speed up clearance. Dubai’s DP World has invested in 
automaƟon and AI at its terminals to increase throughput and opƟmize ship docking schedules. 
Likewise, Persian Gulf airlines (Emirates, Qatar Airways, Saudia) use AI for route opƟmizaƟon, fuel 
efficiency, and personalized customer service (chatbots for queries, AI-powered maintenance 
checks). On the roads, Dubai aims for 25% of transportaƟon to be autonomous by 2030, launching 
pilot projects with self-driving taxis and drones, supported by AI traffic management systems. These 
advances bolster the region’s role in global trade by cuƫng costs and transit Ɵmes, reinforcing its 
logisƟcs compeƟƟveness on the East-West corridor. 

Finance and Commerce: The financial sector leverages AI for fintech growth and more efficient 
markets. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have licensed all-digital banks and payment plaƞorms – e.g., STC 
Bank and Liv. by Emirates NBD – that use AI for credit scoring, fraud detecƟon, and robo-advisory 
services. Governments are encouraging cashless economies; digital wallets and AI-assisted KYC 
(know your customer) processes are mainstream in the UAE. E-commerce is another beneficiary: 
Saudi Arabia’s PIF-backed noon.com and the UAE’s Amazon.ae (formerly Souq) saw tremendous 
growth, especially during the pandemic, enabled by AI-driven logisƟcs and recommendaƟon engines. 
As a result, retail trade is shiŌing from tradiƟonal souks to online marketplaces. PwC projects that 
the retail and wholesale trade sector and public services like healthcare and educaƟon will 
experience the most significant producƟvity gains from AI in the Middle East. For instance, AI can 
personalize educaƟon (through adapƟve learning plaƞorms) or extend healthcare access via 
telemedicine and diagnosƟcs – sectors that directly improve human capital and social welfare, thus 
feeding back into economic growth. 
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Government Services and Efficiency: Across the region, AI is improving the efficiency of government 
and public administraƟon, a primary “sector” in largely state-driven economies. The UAE’s 
government has integrated AI chatbots and predicƟve analyƟcs in over 50% of its services, ranging 
from smart police staƟons in Dubai to AI-driven visa applicaƟon processing, significantly cuƫng wait 
Ɵmes and labor costs. Saudi Arabia’s Yesser e-government program and Qatar’s TASMU Smart NaƟon 
iniƟaƟve similarly deploy AI to streamline services like licensing, uƟliƟes, and tourism permits. These 
digital government plaƞorms save money (UAE esƟmates ~$3 billion in savings through AI-enhanced 
services ) and improve the ease of doing business, making the country more aƩracƟve to investors in 
all sectors. 

The cumulaƟve economic impact of these AI-driven changes is substanƟal. A landmark study by PwC 
esƟmates that AI could contribute $320 billion to the Middle East’s GDP by 2030, accounƟng for 11% 
of the region’s GDP. The bulk of that benefit will accrue to the Persian Gulf states leading the charge: 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia are expected to capture nearly two-thirds of the $320 billion. At the same 
Ɵme, smaller states like Qatar also see high relaƟve gains. Projected contribuƟon of AI to GDP by 
2030 in selected Middle East countries (source: PwC). These projecƟons underscore that AI is not just 
a flashy trend but a genuine economic driver for the region. Crucially, it is helping these countries 
diversify away from hydrocarbons. By fostering sectors like tech startups, advanced manufacturing 
(e.g., Dubai’s use of 3D prinƟng tech, which was also part of its AI strategy ), and digital services, the 
Persian Gulf economies are gradually reducing their over-reliance on oil exports for revenue. 

Finally, the digital shiŌ is altering the regional trade landscape. Persian Gulf states increasingly export 
digital services – for example, UAE-based companies developing fintech soluƟons for the broader 
Middle East, or Saudi Arabia becoming an AI service exporter to neighboring countries in areas like 
Arabic NLP (Natural Language Processing) and fintech. We also see new regional collaboraƟons: 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, tradiƟonally economic rivals, partner through plaƞorms like the UAE-Saudi 
Digital Currency pilot (Aber) and shared AI research forums, recognizing that a cooperaƟve approach 
can amplify their influence as a bloc. Meanwhile, countries like Egypt and Jordan benefit from the 
Persian Gulf's investment in tech (e.g., Saudi and UAE funds invested in Cairo’s startups), spreading 
the digital transformaƟon beyond the Persian Gulf. 

In tradiƟonal trade terms, digital modernizaƟon makes the region’s ports, airlines, and supply chains 
more efficient, reinforcing the Middle East’s historic role as a trade crossroads. However, a new kind 
of trade – data and AI services – is emerging. Data centres in the Persian Gulf (fuelled by cheap 
energy and strategic locaƟon) might soon store and process data for clients from Africa, South Asia, 
and Europe, effecƟvely exporƟng compuƟng services. Saudi Arabia explicitly discusses becoming a 
“global AI and cloud hub,” connecƟng three conƟnents. If these visions materialize, the Middle East’s 
economy in the coming decades will be as much about bytes and algorithms as it has been about 
barrels of oil. The region’s digital transformaƟon, driven by visionary iniƟaƟves in the UAE, Abu 
Dhabi, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, is thus reshaping not only domesƟc economies but also the flow of 
trade and innovaƟon across the broader global economy. 

Conclusion 

In a few years, the Middle East – parƟcularly the Persian Gulf states – will have advanced from being 
a technology adopter to an emerging contributor in the global digital economy. The AI-driven 
iniƟaƟves in the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Abu Dhabi demonstrate a proacƟve embrace of the 
Fourth Industrial RevoluƟon as a pathway to economic diversificaƟon and enhanced naƟonal 
compeƟƟveness. These countries invest unprecedented resources in digital infrastructure (from data 
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centres and 5G networks to AI supercomputers) and human capital development (coding schools to 
research universiƟes) to secure a place in the AI age. 

 

Strategic internaƟonal partnerships accelerate this transformaƟon. U.S. engagement, highlighted by 
President Trump’s 2025 visit, has reinforced the Persian Gulf’s access to Western technology and 
capital, while providing the U.S. with influenƟal stakes in the region’s new economy. China’s 
involvement through its Digital Silk Road offers Persian Gulf states alternaƟve tech soluƟons and 
financing, forcing Western partners to up their game. The Persian Gulf naƟons have adeptly 
navigated these waters to their benefit, capitalizing on great power compeƟƟon to serve naƟonal 
goals. The result is a Middle East where gleaming smart ciƟes, AI research centers, and cloud 
compuƟng farms are rising alongside oil rigs and container ports. 

Of course, challenges remain. Issues of data privacy, cybersecurity, and the societal impact of 
automaƟon are coming to the fore. The balance between technological advancement and regulaƟon 
is delicate—Persian Gulf governments must address surveillance and job displacement concerns 
even as they champion innovaƟon. AddiƟonally, sustaining this digital momentum will require 
conƟnued economic reforms to encourage entrepreneurship and private-sector growth beyond 
state-led projects. 

Nonetheless, the trajectory is set. TradiƟonal sectors like energy, transport, and retail are being 
reinvented by AI, making the region’s economy more efficient and globally integrated. A young, tech-
savvy populaƟon in these countries is increasingly equipped with the tools to drive future innovaƟon, 
suggesƟng the digital transformaƟon will only deepen. By anchoring their visions (such as UAE 
Centennial 2071 and Saudi Vision 2030) in digital and AI development, Middle Eastern leaders signal 
that technology will be the cornerstone of the next era of Arab economic renaissance. 

In conclusion, the Middle East’s digital transformaƟon – exemplified by AI iniƟaƟves in the UAE, Abu 
Dhabi, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar – reshapes the region’s economic landscape and global role. These 
naƟons are not just parƟcipants in the global digital economy, but are becoming important nodes of 
innovaƟon and investment in their own right. The interplay of ambiƟous naƟonal strategies, 
groundbreaking projects, and geopoliƟcal currents has created a powerful momentum for change. If 
sustained, the Persian Gulf’s AI-powered evoluƟon could transform the region from a historically oil-
centric trading hub into a diversified, knowledge-driven economy that trades in innovaƟon, 
intelligence, and informaƟon as much as physical commodiƟes, profoundly influencing the regional 
economy and tradiƟonal trade for decades. 

Sources: 

1. Middle East InsƟtute—“Realigning US-Saudi relaƟons for the AI era " highlights Saudi Arabia’s 
Vision 2030 tech investments and AI partnerships. 

2. Middle East InsƟtute – “Realigning US-Saudi relaƟons for the AI era.” Notes $14.9B in AI 
investments announced at LEAP 2025 and the Groq/Aramco AI data centre project. 

3. Middle East InsƟtute – “Realigning US-Saudi relaƟons for the AI era.” Discusses Saudi PIF’s $26.7B 
in US tech holdings as of Q3 2024 and growing US-Saudi tech Ɵes. 

4. Middle East InsƟtute – “Realigning US-Saudi relaƟons for the AI era.” References China’s Digital Silk 
Road as a strategic digital node in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia. 
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5. Tahawul Tech News – “Google Cloud opens new cloud region in Saudi Arabia.” Reports the 
Dammam cloud region launch and an esƟmated $109B economic impact by 2030. 

6. Asia House – “Qatar’s AI landscape: A focus on data centres…” Describes Qatar’s focus on data 
centers, noƟng it will be second in GCC in per capita capacity and ciƟng $35.9B expected revenue 
from MicrosoŌ/Google cloud in Qatar. 

7. Asia House—“Qatar’s AI landscape…” highlights Qatar’s Ooredoo-NVIDIA partnership to supply 
advanced AI chips – NVIDIA’s first large Mideast deal. 

8. Asia House—“Qatar’s AI landscape…” Explains Qatar's alignment of AI regulaƟons with US/EU (EU 
AI Act, US ExecuƟve Order) to ensure compliance and cooperaƟon. 

9. Carnegie Endowment – “Local Agency Is Shaping China’s Digital Footprint in the Gulf.” Notes that 
Gulf data consumpƟon is surging (400% growth by 2028) and the cloud market could be $183B by 
2030, with AWS/Google/Azure vs. Alibaba/Huawei/Tencent compeƟƟon. 

10. Carnegie Endowment – “Local Agency…China’s Digital Footprint.” Describes weak data protecƟon 
in the UAE/Saudi (broad government access under PDPL) and extensive use of digital surveillance 
tools in the Gulf states. 

11. Carnegie Emissary—“Gulf Leaders Should Be Concerned About Dueling NarraƟves During Trump’s 
Visit.” A Q&A with experts indicates Trump’s 2025 Gulf trip will focus on business deals, with Gulf 
pledges in AI/semiconductors and US fast-tracking Gulf investments. 

12. Abdul LaƟf Jameel (ALJ) PerspecƟve—“InvesƟng in an AI Future.” Summarizes PwC findings: AI 
will contribute ~14% of UAE GDP and 13% of Saudi GDP by 2030. Also notes UAE’s AI Strategy 2031, 
which aims for a $96B boost to GDP and 50% government cost reducƟon. 

13. Abdul LaƟf Jameel – “InvesƟng in an AI Future.” Details Saudi’s $20B commitment to AI, 
establishment of SDAIA and NSDAI strategy to aƩract $20B by 2030, plus creaƟon of SCAI and 
examples of its AI soluƟons. 

14. PwC Press Release (2018) – “AI to contribute $320 billion to Middle East GDP by 2030.” Provides 
regional outlook: Middle East to gain $320B (11% GDP); UAE ~13.6%, KSA 12.4%, “GCC-4” (incl. 
Qatar) ~8.2% of GDP by 2030. 

15. Masdar City News – “Masdar City welcomes world’s first AI university.” Announces the launch of 
MBZUAI in Abu Dhabi (the Graduate AI University) in 2019, noƟng its programs and role in 
sustainable development soluƟons. 

 


