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FINTECH
THE OPPORTUNITY FOR MENA

THE GLOBAL
FINTECH REVOLUTION

THE ARRIVAL
OF FINTECH IN MENA



THE GLOBAL FINTECH REVOLUTION

WHAT IS FINTECH?

Financial technology describes tech-enabled 
products and services that improve traditional 
financial services. They are faster, cheaper, more 
convenient or more accessible. In most cases they 
are developed by startups. Startups are young 
companies that attempt to scale by creating new 
markets or by gaining a significant share in 
established markets through a better value 
proposition. Hence, fintech startups are young, small 
companies that promise to significantly improve the 
way individuals and companies bank by collaborating 
or competing with established financial service 
providers.

FINTECH



WHAT IS HAPPENING GLOBALLY?

• Innovation in finance picked up later than it did in media,
retail or communication. However, since 2010 thousands
of fintech startups have raised over $63 billions around
the globe

• Between 2010 and 2014, the rise of fintech investments
was driven mainly by three hubs - Silicon Valley, New York
City, and London. However, while the US still accounted
for over 50 percent of all fintech investments in 2015,
Asia's share had tripled from 6 percent in 2010 to 19
percent in 2015. In fact, all regions of the world now fall
into one out of three stages of the fintech cycle: frontier,
emerging, and developed fintech ecosystems.

THE GLOBAL FINTECH REVOLUTION



WHAT ARE THE KEY SECTORS?

• Fintech was initially associated with three services – lending,
capital raising, and payment solutions. Crowdfunding
platforms, peer-to-peer lending networks, and payment
solutions such as PayPal build on the megatrends of the
emerging internet economy: the sharing economy, social
networks, and ecommerce.

• This pattern has been repeated across the US, Europe, and
China. And it pays off: globally, 13 out of 17 fintech unicorns
fall into the first wave sectors (Fig. 3). However, quite recently
three trends indicate the rise of a second wave sector that
brings financial technology to international money transfers,
wealth management, and insurance. Blockchain, still in its
early days, is potentially transforming technology that goes
well beyond finance.

• This sector breakdown is found in all ecosystem stages –
frontier, emerging and developed. However, second wave
sectors gain more prominence once an ecosystem is more
developed: they build on the acceptance of first wave
technology by customers and regulators.

THE GLOBAL FINTECH REVOLUTION

*reported by executives, PwC global fintech survey, 2016  ** CB Insights, 9/2016 *** Wamda Research Lab, 2016



FINTECH STARTUPS

ARE EVERYWHERE…

• The Arab world was home to 105 fintech startups by the
end of 2015 (see methodology for the underlying
definition). While these startups span 12 countries, it is
notable that hey are equally distributed between GCC
countries, the Levant and North Africa.
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ALMOST 3 IN 4 FINTECH STARTUPS ARE BASED IN FOUR COUNTRIES
• Four out of 12 countries host 73% of all MENA fintech startups. These four countries represent MENA’s potential

fintech hubs. The concentration in the four hubs reflects the fact that these are the region’s most advanced startup
ecosystems, which grew mainly due to governmental support, the involvement of the private sector, good education
levels and political stability.
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The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has been working towards
becoming one of the world’s top ten innovation leaders by
2021.

Earlier this year, the UAE government announced that it would
provide long-term visas to founders and owners of tech
startups from around the world, and last year, the Abu Dhabi
Global Market (ADGM) introduced its tech startup licenses with
a competitive annual fee of US$700.

In Dubai, startups already make up 50% of the companies
registered in the city and employ half of its workforce but the
local government continues to multiply initiatives.

Unsurprisingly, most of the country’s top startup funds and
support programs have been initiated by Abu Dhabi and Dubai,
two locations that have emerged in the past years as top
startup hubs in the Middle East and North African (MENA)
regions. The following are some of the country’s most notable
government-supported innovation funds and programs:

Fintech Startup Funds and Support Programs in the UAE



Mohammed Bin Rashid Innovation Fund

• The Mohammed Bin Rashid Innovation Fund is a
federal government initiative by the Ministry of
Finance (MoF), and His Highness Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime
Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai.

• The fund, worth a total of AED 2 billion (US$544
million), supports resident individuals and companies
of all sizes registered in the UAE offering unique and
innovative ideas. These ideas can be technological
solutions, products, services or processes.

• Eligible applicants need to have registered their project
as intellectual property of the respective individual or
company, and the initial stage of the project must
already be established.

Fintech Startup Funds and Support Programs in the UAE



DIFC Fintech Fund

• The Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC), a
special economic zone in Dubai and a financial hub
in the Middle East, Africa and South Asia (MEASA)
region, launched a US$100 million Fintech Fund in
November 2017 to accelerate the development of
fintech and provide promising startups with
financial support.

• Targeted at startups with a product or solution that
would “ positively and significantly impact the
financial services sector in MEASA, ” the DIFC
Fintech Fund aims to stimulate fintech innovation
and investment in the region.

Fintech Startup Funds and Support Programs in the UAE



Hub71

• Earlier this year, the Abu Dhabi government launched a AED
520 million (US$142-million) tech hub called Hub71 through
which it aims to support tech startups. The emirate hopes
the hub will “underpin” Abu Dhabi’s status as a vibrant
destination of digital transformation, innovative initiatives
and high-tech entrepreneurs.

• Hub71 provides seed stage tech startups with fully
subsidized housing, office space and health insurance. More
established tech ventures receive 50% subsidy packages.

• The Abu Dhabi government said it had partnered with
Mubadala Investment Company, Microsoft and SoftBank
Vision Fund on Hub71, and that it will work in close
collaboration with the Abu Dhabi Global Market on the
initiative.

• The center is part of the Abu Dhabi government’s AED 50
billion (US$13.6 billion) Ghadan 21 program aimed at
accelerating Abu Dhabi’s economy which it announced in
September 2018.

Fintech Startup Funds and Support Programs in the UAE





Dubai : The True Innovation Hub

• Over the last few year, the pace of development in Dubai has been
unprecedented. Owing to its location, Dubai has always enjoyed an
unbridled access to the emerging markets. These factors have
contributed towards making Dubai a major trading hub in the world.

• The investments and commitments made by the Government of UAE
towards encouraging technological advancements has made Dubai a
natural choice for tech entrepreneurs from world over. Innovative
financing solutions offered by the Government, coupled with a
unique taxation regime have also bolstered the progress of
technology and innovation in Dubai.

• Given that Dubai is a major technological hub, the proactive adoption
of blockchain technology by the government is hardly surprising. In
fact, the efficiency and transparency offered by blockchain
technology has made it an obvious pick for Dubai to help it remain as
a major trading hub and foster innovation. Embracing blockchain
technology will also aid in attracting lucrative investments.

The Dubai Blockchain Strategy – Innovation Hub





HOW BLOCKCHAIN IS SHAPING THE 
FUTURE OF DUBAI

• The Dubai Blockchain Strategy will help Dubai
achieve the vision of H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid Al Maktoum by making "Dubai [will be] the
first city fully powered by Blockchain by 2020" and
make Dubai the happiest city on earth. The strategy
will be using 3 strategic pillars Government
Efficiency, Industry Creation, and International
Leadership.

The Dubai Blockchain Strategy – Innovation Hub



STRATEGY

• Launched by His Highness Sheikh Hamdan, the Dubai Blockchain Strategy, is a result of a collaboration between the Smart
Dubai Office and the Dubai Future Foundation to continually explore and evaluate the latest technology innovations that
demonstrate an opportunity to deliver more seamless, safe, efficient, and impactful city experiences.

• The Dubai Blockchain Strategy will help Dubai achieve the vision of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum,
to create the future of Dubai, and make Dubai the happiest city on earth, allowing a new wave of Economic Opportunity &
Digital Innovation.

• The Dubai Blockchain strategy will usher in economic opportunity for all sectors in the city, and cement Dubai’s reputation
as a global technology leader, in line with Smart Dubai’s mandate to become global leader in the smart economy, fuelling
entrepreneurship and global competitiveness.

• Now, for the first time, Dubai will be pioneering the application of new technology for cities, and sharing it with the world.
When successful, Dubai will be the first blockchain powered government, driving the future economy.

• "Adopting Blockchain technology Dubai stands to unlock 5.5 billion dirham in savings annually in document processing alone
— equal to the one Burj Khalifa’s worth of value every year.”

The Dubai Blockchain Strategy – Innovation Hub



UAE: KEY INFORMATION

• UAE = Confederation of 7 Emirates 

• Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm al 
Quwain, Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah

• Surface: 83,600 km2

• Population: 9,681,067 (as of July 1st, 2019)

• Government system: Federal absolute elective 
monarchy

• Currency: Dirham UAE (AED) / 1USD = 3.67 AED

• Language: Arabic (official); English
(commercial) wide spread.

• Religions: Muslims 76%; Hindus e Buddhists 
15%; Christians 9%

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE



WHY LOOKING AT THE UAE

MARKET TODAY

• Growing and developing markets

• High per capita spending capacity

• Strong impact of imports on the economy of the UAE
territories; the % of imports from Colombia still very low,
with high growth potential especially in the B2B industries.

• Working in the UAE market allows access (under certain
conditions) to the GCC and regional markets, therefore a
wider territory

• Dubai Expo 2020 represents an opportunity to increase
trade and visibility internationally (around 25 million
visitors are expected, mainly from ASIA and MENA)

• The UAE 2030 strategic plan aims to acquire and integrate
distinctive skills / know-how

• Medium-low country risk

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE

The UAE today represents - after the mature 
markets - the best international development 

opportunity for B2B companies with a distinctive 
positioning in technological solutions and 

innovation



TOP 10 BANKS IN UAE
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GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE 

CHANNELS OF ACESS TO THE UAE MARKET

• Through an UAE importer it is possible to export 
the product by selling it directly from Colombia (or 
from another country)

• WHAT TO DO: it is necessary to activate and 
manage a relationship with a local importer

• PROS: It is not necessary to have a permanent 
establishment

• CONS:
• The "sell out" of the importer is not governed, nor 

is its commercial strategy influenced by generating 
sales growth, except by acting on the price lever.

• The importer is a "ring" in the commercial chain, 
which partially erodes margins.

• RECO: It is often a market entry strategy, but not 
recommended when the product is highly 
distinctive and / or the commercial approach 
requires strong technical-commercial support.

• Through its own company in Freezone, it is possible for 
the foreigner company  to operate based in Dubai, 
targeting international markets

• WHAT TO DO: it is necessary to set up an own 
company in free zones, activate relationships with 
importers to sell in the UAE markets, establish direct 
relationships with other customers in non-UAE markets

• PROS: 

• governance of the business through its own 
organization

• 100% owned company on site (no sponsor)

• Tax-efficient (?)

• CONS:

• Need to invest in  own stable organization / 
resources on the spot

• It is still necessary to work with an importer for 
the UAE market

• Limits in banking operations

• RECO: It is the optimal solution to operate in 
international markets, NOT having the UAE / GCC as 
target market, nor having the need to access local 
tenders 

• Through a company in Mainland it is possible to operate 
directly with customers in Dubai / UAE and access local 
tenders 

• WHAT TO DO: it is necessary to set up a company with a 
local Sponsor that holds 51% of the shares (it does not 
participate in government and profits, it does not invest), to 
which a sponsorship fee must be paid annually

• PROS: 

• governance of the business through own people

• If the sponsor is "active", acceleration in the 
creation of effective commercial relationships 
(Business development, match-making)

• Fiscally efficient

• CONS:

• You need to invest in your own permanent 
establishment / resources on site, 49% owned

• RECO: It is the best solution, with an active sponsor, for 
those who want to operate on the UAE / GCC market and 
have a high potential product

EXPORT FROM COLOMBIA FREEZONE MAINLAND



WHO ARE WE – R&P Consulting

• Established in 1979, we are a business consultancy boutique working to help
companies add value by improving their performance, profitability and
competitiveness.

• We have a presence in Europe, Asia and the South Pacific.

• Excellence, quality and trust are the key elements of our approach.

• We offer integrated, specialist services designed to give back clients a systemic
view of their business and to create made-to-measure solutions suited to their
specific needs.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE



ACIAS
• The ARABIAN CENTER FOR INNOVATION AND APPLIED SCIENCE is an academic and business

consultancy unit created on the initiative of a civil engineer and a tourism entrepreneur with the
purpose of creating spaces tailored to the needs of companies, universities and investors
worldwide by providing a technical- academic service bringing entrepreneurs and investors closer
to an environment of real work innovation and investment opportunities.

• We offer complimentary non-conventional educational programs and services tailored to
companies and universities in topics of investment opportunities and academic innovation
attending international standards for the benefit and satisfaction of our clients.

• By 2024 the ARABIAN CENTER FOR INNOVATION AND APPLIED SCIENCE has the vision of
consolidating itself as a strategic partner of companies and universities that want to generate new
innovative opportunities with international impact for the benefits of their students and clients.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE



Our Collaboration Channels:
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How We Work
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We stand alongside businesses to tackle 5 key challenges:

• STRATEGY AND RESULTS, to plan the best development strategy and measure results
together.

• ORGANIZATION AND PEOPLE, to align the organization and develop personal skills in
line with company strategy and priorities, thus increasing efficiency and productivity

• INTERNATIONALIZATION, to successfully guide companies into the realms of global
development.

• s

• FAMILY AND BUSINESS, to ensure that the dynamics of family businesses, ownership
and business management function correctly.

• ADMINISTRATION AND FISCALITY, to ensure respect for regulations and make the most
of tax opportunities in ordinary and extraordinary operations.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE



STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH, TAILOR-MADE SOLUTIONS

We support companies to discover the UAE market by adapting a step by step approach that allows to
build the "tailor-made" solution for the specific needs of the customer and in particular:

DISCOVERY & UNDERSTANDING: the first phase allows us to understand the characteristics of the company's offer, the actual market
opportunities, to address a choice on the access channel. It includes various activities including:

• Deepening / fine tuning of the business model with respect to the market

• Preliminary scouting of possible target customers and feedback collection

• Deepening of knowledge of the country, commercial and relational culture, regulatory, banking and operational constraints, etc.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE

WE DESIGN THE FUTURE TOGETHER: the evidence emerged in the previous phase makes it possible to make an informed decision on
the opportunity (if entering the UAE market) and on the methods (how to enter that market). Consequently it is possible to finalize a
detailed Business Plan.

REALIZING THE PROJECT AND ACHIEVING THE RESULTS: our approach is strongly aimed at making things happen, to get results. We
support the organization in implementing the market entry project, supporting it with the necessary levers to achieve business results.



STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH, TAILOR-MADE SOLUTIONS

KEY ACTIVITIES AND TIMING

DISCOVERY & UNDERSTANDING:

• Qualification of the offer and target customers , as well as identification of local constraints or entry barriers.

• A company resource is dedicated to Dubai project and works four-handed with Business Development to:
• Identify / validate a panel of target customers in the area and analyze the competitive scenario
• Prepare meetings with target customers (material for the meeting, cultural gap training, ...)
• Manage meetings with targets
• Possible meeting with the Sheikh Saeed Al Maktoum Private Office

• Feedback and data collection in order to finalize an overall Understanding document

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE

WE DESIGN THE FUTURE TOGETHER: Workshop with company to share the evidences gathered in the previous phase, the
opportunity and decide the way ahead (if/how).

Possible integration of further information (technical, legal,…)from Dubai to finalize the decision.

If it is decided to proceed: (1) Development of the implementation plan (2) Possible development/ finalization of the business plan.

REALIZING THE PROJECT AND ACHIEVING THE RESULTS:

Support the implementation of operational plan, through different levers such as activation of networks and local contacts (possible
incorporation of companies, obtaining licenses, opening bank relationships, ...) and consolidation of the support of Business
Development if appropriate up to full operating autonomy of the company.

3-6 m
onths

3-6 
m

onths



Our skills to support the project:

Our aim is to successfully accompany companies in the UAE market, we have an inter-disciplinary
and cross-country team that includes:

•Strategic consultancy for the finalization of the business model and market strategy

•Business development & match making services to analyze the market opportunity through
meetings with target customers in a first phase, and to implement the growth project by
accelerating the generation of business opportunities in a second phase

•International Tax Consultancy, to study the optimal corporate structure

•Organizational Consulting, Recruiting and Expat Management, to ensure the optimal set up of the
team in the territory

•«Cultural» advice concerning the UAE, to accelerate the understanding of the rules of the game of
business and commercial negotiations as well as the integration of any expat / family relocated in
the territory (home, school, leisure, health care, ...)

•Through local partners, services for: company incorporation, obtaining licenses to operate, legal
advice, opening bank relationships, accounting and payroll services (incl. VISA), offices, market
research, etc.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE



How we support our customers

• CUSTOMIZED COURSES: Our program of tailor-made courses will be adapted to the needs of
our clients, complying with international quality standards. These courses will be developed in
two spaces, one academic and an approach to the real working environment.

• SEMINARS: Our lectures are given by experts in each of the subjects to help companies and
universities to improve their proficiency and personal skills, key factors in sustainable business
development and the advantage over the competition.

• BILINGUAL ACCOMPANIMENT: We offer Bilingual accompaniment service for the appropriate
use of our courses and graduates.

• <

• BUSINESS TECHNICAL VISITS: We design business technical visits bringing students and
investors to innovation environments is real work spaces.

GROW YOUR BUSINESS IN UAE
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