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intellectual and fiscal space to concentrate on the 
development of their concepts, BADIR has become 
the default destination for budding businesses. 
It has also been the first stop for investors from 
home and abroad that are increasingly taking an 
interest in the talent and enterprise demonstrated 
by this new generation of well-educated and tech-
savvy Saudi nationals.

Along with incubating 26 startups in the high-
tech sector in 2017 alone, BADIR has established 
equivalent incubator hubs in biotechnology, 
agriculture and advanced manufacturing. As such, 
it is playing a key role in realizing Vision 2030’s 
dream of diversifying the Saudi economy from the 
ground upward. 

If proof were needed of BADIR’s growing 
international reputation, then it surely came 
this September when the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU) signed a 
partnership agreement KACST designed to empower 
digital entrepreneurship in the Arab world. 

“This is an important milestone on our journey 
to overcome the challenges faced by emerging 
companies in the Arab region,” says Turki.

And one of many more to come.

KING ABDULAZIZ CITY FOR 
SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY 
(KACST): ENHANCING RESEARCH 
ACROSS THE GLOBE

Five hundred years before the Renaissance took hold in 
Europe, the Islamic civilizations of the Arabian Peninsula 
were the world’s catalyst and cradle of learning and 
innovation. 

 ENHANCING RESEARCH 

HH Prince Dr. Turki bin Saud bin Moham-
med Al-Saud Chairman of KACST

M ANY OF THE INVENTIONS AND 
discoveries of that Islamic Golden 
Age still shape the world today. From 

inoculations to algorithms, they form the bedrock 
of modern medicine, information technology and 
many other areas of human endeavor. Today, the 
Arab flair for invention is enjoying something of 
a renaissance, thanks to the Saudi government’s 
Vision 2030 initiative that has guided the efforts 
and achievements of the King Abdulaziz City for 
Science and Technology (KACST). 

Set up in 1977, KACST is the Kingdom’s leading 
scientific institution dedicated to supporting and 
enhancing scientific applied research throughout 
Saudi Arabia. It also coordinates the activities 
of other government institutions and scientific 
research centers and is now playing a leading 
role in helping realize Vision 2030 – Riyadh’s 
plan to reduce Saudi Arabia’s dependence on oil, 
diversify the economy and develop public service 
sectors such as health, education, infrastructure, 
recreation and tourism.

Given the immense contribution that Islam has 
made to astronomy, it follows that space and 
satellite technology is one of KACST’s top priorities. 
By 2017, Saudi Arabia had already launched 13 
satellites and planned to launch another two 
Remote Sensing Satellites and a Geostationary 
Satellite by the end of 2018. 

The Kingdom’s aim is to create an internationally 
competitive space industry and contribute to 
scientific knowledge through frequent launches 
of low space missions, such as the Miniaturized 
Distributed Space Systems (MDSS). As KACST 
president Dr. Turki bin Saud bin Mohammed 

Al-Saud explains: “Our decision to focus on small-
scale satellite missions is designed to achieve 
low-cost scientific results in contrast to existing 
large-scale international missions. This is entirely 
in line with Vision 2030 and some of the Kingdom’s 
other executive programs which aim to help us 
build bridges of cooperation with other states that 
share the same interests of exploring outer space 
for the common good of humankind.”

Many of those bridges have already been built 
or are well underway, and KACST is currently 
collaborating with several long-established 
institutions, including NASA and Stanford 
University. Meanwhile, Lockheed Martin is working 
with KACST on the Saudi Communication Satellite 
SGS-1.

In addition to strengthening Saudi Arabia’s 
international standing, one of the key objectives of 
Vision 2030 is to develop the Kingdom’s nascent 
small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) sector 
by nurturing a new generation of entrepreneurs. 
Here KACST’s approach is very much in line with 
that of the country as a whole, spearheaded by the 
work of its BADIR Technology Incubator Program.

BADIR, which translates in Arabic as “to 
initiate,” was set up in 2007 to support Saudi 
Arabia’s First National Plan for Science, Technology 
and Innovation. The aim of this entity is to 
establish the country as a pioneer in the field of 
science, technology and innovation in the region, 
and to bridge the gap between research and 
industry.

By providing would-be entrepreneurs and 
high-tech innovators with a relatively risk-free 
commercial environment and giving them the 

we have made sure that that business model is also 
sustainable.”

Key to that sustainability is UBT’s ability to deliver 
courses that Saudi youth want to study and that will 
prepare them for the workplace of the future. UBTA 
is a case in point. Set up in 2017, the academy is 
an English language teacher training institute. Its 
programs include state-of-the-art English education 
and teacher training courses that have been 
designed for the community, university students, 
and business and industry employees. “UBTA’s core 
business is not to produce the content but rather 
to adopt global best practices and leverage them,” 
Dahlan explains. “It incorporates the best of the best 
within a single curriculum and employs the most 
qualified and competent staff to create a modern, 
up-to-date learning experience.”

It is an approach that underpins everything 
that Dahlan and his colleagues do, as is their 
determination to make every course both relevant 
and sustainable. In line with the precepts of Vision 
2030, UBT is steering away from the family’s 
traditional non-vocational roots to concentrate on 
providing young Saudis (and, increasingly, their 
counterparts across the six countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council) with skills that will make them 
employable. 

To this end, its engineering school offers 26 
modules designed to address the Kingdom’s future 
engineering and technology needs. 

UBT is the only university in the entire Middle 
East to have an advertising faculty. This is despite 
the fact that, as Dahlan points out, this is a $24 
billion industry and that all of the first 60 students 
who recently graduated from the advertising school 
are already either employed or successfully self-
employed. Based in Jeddah, the advertising school 
was established in partnership with the United 
Kingdom’s Buckinghamshire New University and is 
therefore characteristic of another reason for UBT’s 
success -- its willingness to learn from those with 
greater experience. 

“We tailor all our programs to address both market 
and employment needs and we are constantly 
learning,” Dahlan says. It is an approach also 
evident at UBT’s Business Administration and Law 
faculties and which has undoubtedly contributed to 

its impressive track record. Nearly 80% of UBT’s 
graduates are gainfully employed, a success rate 
that must be the envy of universities throughout 
the academic world and one which has prompted 
potential partners from overseas to express an 
interest in entering into partnership arrangements. 

While Dahlan and the rest of the UBT team are 
committed to helping the Kingdom achieve its 
dreams of diversification, they are all convinced 
that their business model could be exported across 
the Muslim world and quite possibly beyond. 
“Ultimately, we want to be a global institution, but 
we consider what we do to be more than just a 
business,” he says. “We believe everybody should 
have access to the best possible education and we 
also believe passionately in the potential of private-
sector education.” 

If he had his way, Dahlan would look at expanding 
UBT through an IPO. Now there’s confidence for you.

UBT CO. : NURTURING 
TOMORROW´S LEADERS

Mohanad A. Dahlan 
CEO UBT Co.

One of the single biggest 
challenges facing Saudi 
Arabia as it sets out on 
its quest to diversify its 
economy away from 
its dependence on 
hydrocarbons is how 
to ensure that the next 
generation possesses the 
necessary business and 
management skills to drive 
the Kingdom forward.

TO THIS END, THE AUTHORITIES IN 
RIYADH have made education a central 
element of its Vision 2030 initiative – 

and are looking to the private sector to help it rise 
to that challenge. One entity in the vanguard of 
this movement is the University of Business and 
Technology (UBT) Co., an umbrella organization 
that runs a university of the same name and the 
University of Business & Technology Academy 
(UBTA). 

Founded 18 years ago to meet the Kingdom’s need 
for high-quality, specialized business education, 
UBT has grown from a college offering young 
Saudis business-related diplomas to an academic 
institution with a portfolio of six programs, including 
four-year courses focusing on areas as diverse as 
engineering, information technology and advertising. 
It is well on the way toward realizing the dream 
of its founders, the Dahlan family, of becoming 
an internationally recognized provider of first-rate 
interdisciplinary education and applied research.

UBT may be relatively new, but the Dahlans have 
been involved in the Saudi educational set-up for 
generations. “Education is in our blood,” says CEO 
Mohanad A. Dahlan. “The difference today is that 
we are now running our first for-profit business 
model. And  because we believe in sustainability, 
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