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from the desk
In times of crisis, the best of the innovative companies 
have taken challenges and developed into markets 
or areas that were completely new. Automaker Ford, 
which had to voluntarily recall nearly half a million 
vehicles for possible fuel-tank issues last year, has 
taken a new path this year. At the Consumer Electronics 
Show in Las Vegas, Ford announced plans to invest 
$4.5 billion in electric car research to debut 13 electric 
cars by 2020. Ford will also be revealing the next stage 
of its smart mobility plan, accelerating its testing of 
autonomous vehicles and targeting drone-to-vehicle 
technology to improve emergency services. All this 
from the automaker whose credit rating went up for 
the first time since 2012, thanks to its strong financial 
results and positive momentum. All this in 2016 when 
the downturn is cited for any new venture and when 
there is anticipation of more caution and lower profits 
from business houses.

These uncertain times, we thought, is the right time for Qatar Today to focus on new 
age entrepreneurs, startup inventors who create, ideate and thrive in the face of such 
challenges. Hear it from the new gen of doers on how to live life, innovatively out of their 
comfort zone. And make some moolah too in the process.

While innovation in times of crisis is the way forward, the story of the innovator is equally 
important. Who tells these stories? Who brings them to the attention of the story tellers, 
the newsmakers? It is the public relations managers whose value in the current scenario 
is losing impetus not because of the economic crisis but because there has been no true 
thrust on the real stories that have to be told. Instead, PR companies are more intent on 
numbers: how many journalists’ have been summoned or how many heads can be counted 
at a launch party. Arguing that the role of a PR manager is much beyond this and taking 
us through the depth and breadth of a public relation company is Jonathan Macpherson, 
Regional Director of Communications at Hill+Knowlton Strategies.

Another company that is in the spotlight at the “wrong time” is QFB, which started off as 
private investment firm in 2009 and now, five years later is creating a Sharia-compliant 
institution  offering  a full range of financial services to high-net-worth individuals,   
corporations  and institutions.

And while companies sweated out the first two months into the downturn, Doha hosted 
the most luxurious exhibition of the most expensive products on the face of earth, The 
Doha Jewellery and Watches Exhibition. While footfall was visibly less, business was 
profitable, with some companies registering healthier sales than the year before.

That’s the world we live in; a world of paradox. A world where business continues in 
markets of varying conditions; where the wheels of fortune keep spinning, crushing some 
underneath while others rise and chart their course to success.

SINDHU NAIR
Managing Editor
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ONE DAY IN PARIS 

French president Francois Hollande receives HH 
the Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani at the 
Élysée Palace in Paris during his visit to the country 
where the two leaders discussed security and 
humanitarian issues affecting the Middle East, with 
a particular focus on Syria. The meeting also dealt 
with relations between the two friendly countries 
and ways of enhancing them in various fields.

T
he Board of Directors of Qatar Foundation 
has appointed HE Sheikha Hind bint 
Hamad Al Thani as Chief Executive 
Officer, a role she will take on in addition 
to her current one as Vice Chairperson. 

She is expected to lead a unified executive team 
responsible for enhancing and implementing 
strategy and budget, driving performance, and 
strengthening the relationships with QF’s various 
partners and stakeholders. Talking about the 
changes in QF, HH Sheikha Moza bint Nasser said: 
“Due to our rapid growth and success, we are now 
at a key juncture in our history. In order to build 
QF’s continued success and impact into the future, 
we must now ensure that we are ready to meet the 
challenges of tomorrow. With this in mind, the 
Board of Directors has agreed to a new governance 
structure for the Foundation.”

QF’S NEW CEO

Gianni Infantino, FIFA’s new president, has confirmed that the 2022 World 
Cup will be hosted by Qatar. Speaking on his first full working day, Infantino 
said that both of the next two World Cups, which will take place in Russia 
and the Gulf state, will have to be “the best in history”. “Concerning Qatar 
and Russia, the decisions were taken in 2010 by the executive committee,” 
he said. “It’s now necessary to organise the best World Cup in history in 
Russia in 2018 and in 2022 in Qatar.” The Supreme Committee for Delivery 
and Legacy welcomed Infantino’s appointment. “We wish President 
Infantino well in his new role and look forward to working closely with him 
as we continue our preparations for the 2022 FIFA World Cup Qatar,” the 
committee said in a statement.
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NEW FIFA CHIEF STANDS BY QATAR
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SAVE SYRIA

HH Sheikha Mozah bint Nasser Al Missned speaks during a donor 
conference entitled "Supporting Syria & the Region" in London where 
world leaders gathered to try to raise $9 billion for the millions of 
Syrians hit by the country’s civil war and a refugee crisis spanning 
across Europe and the Middle East. 
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President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria Muhammadu 
Buhari arrived in Qatar for an official visit. In a meeting 
with HH the Emir he reportedly told him THAT the current 
market situation in the oil industry is unsustainable and 
totally unacceptable. Buhari said "OPEC and non-OPEC 
countries needed to work together; both within and outside 
our respective organisations to find a common ground to 
stabilise the market”. The delegation of businessmen he 
led also met with Qatar Chamber and discussed enhancing 
economic relations, particularly in the areas of agriculture 
and mining fields which the Qatari business community is 
keen on.

DEFENCE OVERDRIVE
A report released by the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute throws 
the spotlight on Qatar’s recent military spend.

QATARI ARMS IMPORTS 
ROSE BY 

279% 
BETWEEN (2006-10 AND 

2011-15)

A RECORD 

$655 MILLION
(QR2.4 BILLION) WORTH OF 

WEAPONS AND MILITARY 
HARDWARE PURCHASED 

IN 2015
THIS FIGURE IS MORE THAN 
DOUBLE THE AMOUNT THE 
STATE HAS EVER SPENT ON 
DEFENCE EQUIPMENT IN A 

SINGLE YEAR

THE 2015 PURCHASES 
EXCEED THE AMOUNT 

SPENT IN THE PRECEDING 
FOUR YEARS COMBINED

OUTSTANDING 
DELIVERIES INCLUDE 

24
COMBAT HELICOPTERS, 

NINE AIR DEFENCE 
SYSTEMS AND THREE 

AIRBORNE EARLY 
WARNING AIRCRAFT

QATAR TOP PURCHASES 
WERE AIRCRAFTS, 

MISSILES, SHIPS AND 
SENSORS

THE COUNTRY BOUGHT THE MAJORITY 
OF ITS EQUIPMENT FROM THE UNITED 

STATES OF AMERICA AND FRANCE, 
WHILE CANADA, BRAZIL, TURKEY, SOUTH 

AFRICA, THE UNITED KINGDOM, ITALY 
AND GERMANY ALSO FEATURE ON THE 

SELLERS LIST

A presidential visit

T
he International Labour Organization 
(ILO) representatives reportedly 
engaged in a number of high-level 
meetings with government officials 
and representatives of the private 

sector and visited construction and worker 
accommodation sites. The Ministry of 
Administrative Development, Labor and Social 
Affairs said it was collaborating with the ILO 
delegation on the various issues concerning 
workers in Qatar and to discussing the progress 
that has been made in improving the living and 
working conditions of workers in Qatar. The 
results of the trip will be made public once the 
delegation reports back to Geneva.

HIGH-
RANKING ILO 
DELEGATION 
VISITS QATAR

FEATURING ON BRAND FINANCE’S TOP 
500 BRANDS LIST FOR THE FIRST TIME, 
THE NATIONAL CARRIER HAS BECOME THE 
ONLY LOCAL COMPANY TO HAVE MADE IT 
TO THE LIST, JOINING THREE OTHER GULF 
COMPANIES –EMIRATES, STC AND ETISALAT 
– ON A LIST OTHERWISE DOMINATED BY 
BRANDS FROM THE US, CHINA, JAPAN  
AND EUROPE.

QATAR AIRWAYS 
AMONG 
TOP 500 
GLOBAL BRANDS
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E
xtraordinary geological findings have been unearthed during the construction phase 
of the Qatar Foundation Stadium. At the 'Diamond Stadium', the proposed host venue 
up to the quarter-finals of the 2022 FIFA World Cup Qatar, geotechnical samples of 
“Dukhan rock” dating back approximately 20 to 30 million years were unearthed. “As 
we dug down deeper on site, we came across interesting and distinct colour bandings 

on the rock formations. It was an interesting find, and we were intrigued to find out how old 
these rocks really were,” said Eid Al Qahtani, Project Manager, Competition Venues at the 
Supreme Committee for Delivery & Legacy . “We decided to conduct further research into 
the ‘Dukhan rock’, which has been identified by a site investigation and geotechnical study. 
We discovered that the rocks in question originated under water, forming a layer known as 
the middle-Eocene epoch. This is an extraordinary find for a stadium construction site, as 
usually this type of rock is only found in deeper tunnelling works, conducted by the likes 
of Qatar Rail.”

R
OTA started training the fourth 
batch of volunteers at the 
headquarters of the Ministry of 
Transport and Communications. 
Designed to improve the living 

conditions of migrant workers in Qatar 
by providing access to ICT facilities, 
the programme will equip workers with 
essential information and communication 
technology skills. Currently, there are 

more than 335 “Digital Champions” 
trained in basic computer and internet 
communication skills who will continue 
visiting accommodations in various 
locations across Doha and passing on their 
newly acquired skills to other workers in 
need. Through this innovative cascade 
model of training, the programme is 
expected to reach over 4,000 low-skilled 
workers in various companies in Qatar.

DEMOCRATIC 
INTERNET
Reach Out To Asia recently 
launched the fourth phase 
of the "Better Connections 
Program", an information and 
communications technology 
(ICT) framework aimed at 
educating low-income workers 
in Qatar. 

RARE ARCHEOLOGICAL FIND 
AT WORLD CUP SITE

MOVING FORWARD ON 
PLANS TO ROLL OUT AN 
UPDATED KAFALA LAW 
BY YEAR-END, QATAR’S 

CABINET HAS APPROVED 
THE FORMATION OF A PANEL 

TO OVERSEE EXIT PERMIT 
GRIEVANCES FROM THOSE 
HAVING TROUBLE LEAVING 
THE COUNTRY. ACCORDING 
TO QNA, A REPRESENTATIVE 

FROM THE MINISTRY OF 
INTERIOR WILL SERVE ON 

THE COMMITTEE, AS WELL AS 
TWO REPRESENTATIVES FROM 

“RELEVANT AUTHORITIES.”

IN AN EFFORT TO PROMOTE THE USE 
OF ARABIC MORE WIDELY IN QATAR, 
THE STATE CABINET APPROVED A 
DRAFT LAW THAT WOULD REQUIRE ALL 
MINISTRIES, OFFICIAL ORGANISATIONS, 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES 
TO USE THE LANGUAGE IN ALL THEIR 
COMMUNICATIONS, REQUIRING THEM 
TO USE ARABIC FOR INSTRUCTIONS, 
DOCUMENTS, CONTRACTS, 
TRANSACTIONS, CORRESPONDENCE, 
LABELS, PROGRAMMES, PUBLICATIONS, 
ADVERTISEMENTS AND “ALL THAT 
COMES OUT OF THEIR SYSTEMS”, QNA 
REPORTED.

AN IMPETUS 
TO ARABIC

CABINET APPROVES 
'EXIT PERMIT PANEL'
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Q
atar’s largest sharia-compliant lender won approval at its annual 
general meeting to double its sukuk programme to $3 billion 
(QR10.93 billion), as well as retain the mandate to issue QR3 
billion ($824 million) to enhance core capital. QIB was fine with 

its capital reserves at present, its chairman said as the bank had a total 
capital adequacy ratio – a key indicator of a lender’s health – of 14.1% at 
the end of December, above a minimum requirement of 12.5%. “We want 
to have it approved so at a later stage when we need it, probably for an 
acquisition, it is available and can be used,” he said.

QATARI COMMERCIAL BANKS ARE 
DISCUSSING WITH THE CENTRAL 
BANK THE POSSIBILITY OF REDUCING 
ITS REPO LENDING RATE AS LOW 
OIL AND GAS PRICES TIGHTEN 
LIQUIDITY IN THE BANKING SYSTEM, 
REUTERS REPORTED, QUOTING 
MARKET SOURCES. THE DISCUSSIONS 
ARE A SIGN OF THE STRAIN ON 
BANKING SECTORS IN THE GULF AS 
GOVERNMENTS’ ENERGY REVENUES 
SHRINK, CUTTING THE VOLUMES OF 
FRESH MONEY FLOWING INTO BANK 
DEPOSITS. THE REPO RATE IN QATAR 
IS MUCH HIGHER THAN IT IS IN OTHER 
GULF NATIONS; IT HAS BEEN AT 4.5% 
SINCE AUGUST 2011. 

T
he new agreement is a joint strategic collaboration in examining innovative means 
and opportunities to support small-and-medium enterprises (SMEs) in Qatar. The 
MoU commits the two institutions to share knowledge and expertise relating to 
the SME sector in Qatar. A work group composed of key stakeholders and experts 

from each party will be formed in order to work on the feasibility of co-developing an 
investment and financing vehicle that will focus on supporting and developing SMEs and 
local businesses. The MoU was signed by Khaled Mohammed Al Aboodi, CEO and General 
Manager of the ICD, and Abdulaziz Nasser Al Khalifa, the CEO of QDB.

QFC CEO and Board Member Yousuf Mohammed Al Jaida, 
Amwal CEO Fahim Alghussein, Doha Bank Group CEO Dr R 
Seetharaman, and Qatar Exchange CEO Rashid bin Ali Al 
Mansoori, participated in a panel discussion on “Growing 
Opportunities in Qatar” at Doha Bank headquarters.

“On the monetary policy front, QCB will continue to actively manage 
liquidity in the system in order to ensure a stable interest rate 

environment and thereby facilitate adequate flow of credit to the 
productive sectors of the economy. If low oil prices persist for long, 

policy space available in terms of both fiscal buffers and QCB’s liquidity 
management operations could be used flexibly.”

SHEIKH ABDULLAH BIN SAUD AL THANI
Governor, Qatar Central Bank

MORE POWER TO THE 
PRIVATE SECTOR

Qatar Development Bank (QDB) 
has signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) with the 
Islamic Corporation for the 
Development of the Private 
Sector (ICD), the private sector 
arm of Islamic Development 
Bank (IDB) Group.

A MOMENTOUS MEETING
Qatar Islamic Bank (QIB) could use future sukuk issues 
to back a potential acquisition, the bank’s Chairman 
Sheikh Jassim bin Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber Al Thani 
told Reuters.

QIB MIGHT GO THE SUKUK WAY

REPO RATE TO 
COME DOWN?
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Pulling into the monolithic Qatar 
First Bank (QFB) building, you 
are left wondering whether 
it had always been there and 
how you could have possibly 

missed it. But you may be forgiven if you 
hadn’t heard of QFB before – it burst into 
the spotlight towards the end of last year 
by opening the private banking lounge and 
announced its intention to list on the Qatar 
Stock Exchange. It is a curious time for a 
financial institution to be undertaking the 
kind of far-reaching and fundamental shifts 
that QFB is planning; governments and 
businesses are reeling under the stubborn, 
low oil prices and uncertainty abounds. 
But one look at their short history puts 
everything into perspective. QFB was, after 
all, forged in fire. 

Formally launched in 2009 in the 
turbulent aftermath of the global financial 
crisis, QFB started off as a private 
investment firm, speculating with a pool 
funded by its private shareholders. Barely 
five years later, the shareholders and board 
of directors decided to embark on a new 
chapter and in December last year, the 

world saw the unveiling of this plan. “We set 
out to create a Sharia-compliant institution 
operating at the highest standards and 
offering a full range of financial services to 
our clients who are predominantly high-
net-worth individuals, corporations and 
institutions,” the bank’s Chief Executive 
Officer, Ziad Makkawi, said. “The DNA 
of the bank has been in investments and 
private equity and we aim at taking that 
expertise, previously exclusively used for 
the benefit of our shareholders, and making 
it available to a broader client base.” And 
so there we were, sitting in QFB’s new, 
luxurious banking lounge, reminiscent of 
those you might find on nondescript streets 
in Switzerland, which, Makkawi says, is 
meant to “portray our aim of providing 
excellent service and to stand out in terms 
of how we do business, how we receive 
clients and the services we offer”.

In going from being an inward-focused 
institution managing its own money to 
offering this expertise and skills to the 
public, or at least the niche segment of the 
public, QFB is entering a very competitive 
space. But Makkawi believes that they 

HAVING RECENTLY LAUNCHED ITS PRIVATE BANKING LOUNGE, QATAR 
FIRST BANK’S CEO ZIAD MAKKAWI TALKS TO QATAR TODAY ABOUT ITS 
HISTORY, INVESTMENT EXPERTISE AND WHAT IT CAN BRING TO THE 
TABLE IN THE SERVICE OF QATAR’S HIGH-NET-WORTH INDIVIDUALS.

ZIAD MAKKAWI
CEO

Qatar First Bank

BY AYSWARYA MURTHY
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bring their own USP to the table during 
this pivot towards private banking and 
institutional investment. “The fact that 
this is our core business and not a minor 
arm of what we do is a unique proposition 
in Qatar, even in the GCC. Our intrinsic 
investment expertise in private equity and 
other financial instruments is what HNWIs 
and institutional clients really look for,” he 
says. “Another differentiating factor is the 
360-degree coverage we offer. This means 
a full range of banking services, including 
deposits and lending, to our clients, their 
families and their businesses; a holistic 
approach that is efficient and timely. And 
finally, our size, a smaller bank targeting a 
niche audience, helps us deliver faster and 
better solutions.”

Investment profile
Although their client base is predominantly 
local, QFB’s investments are decidedly 
not. “Obviously we have Qataris who 
invest inside the country, and are keen 
to participate in the development of the 
Qatari economy and work towards the 2030 
national vision. But currently our exposure 
also includes other GCC countries, Turkey, 
Europe and Africa,” says Makkawi. 

Most of the investments they have on 
the books right now are acquired from 
their own capital and, in this new avatar, 
the bank will have more room to provide 
a diversified pool of asset classes. “The 
investment profile often depends on the 
clients. In the GCC in general and Qatar 
in particular, most HNWIs have invested 

either in their own businesses or the real 
estate and stock markets. We are seeing an 
increased interest in vehicles like sukuk 
insurance and fixed income portfolios.” For 
Makkawi, the key is to continue to cater 
to the appetite of the market while also 
helping their clients to move away from 
high concentration of investments in a 
specific asset class, through diversification, 
not only geographically but also in assets 
and sectors.

 For investors, the opportunities the 
current economic climate presents are 
golden, he says. “Clearly the oil price drop 
has resulted in a liquidity issue on a global 
level, as banks and governments cut down 
on lending and spending. This creates a 
tremendous opportunity for investors, 
especially in private equity,” says Makkawi. 
“When there is a lot of liquidity, asset prices 
are inflated and sellers want premium 
prices. It is situations like the current 
environment where you start having more 
transactions because sellers and buyers 
meet more often in terms of prices. We see 
this as an opportunity to look for attractive 
investments.” They should know. The 
bank put down its roots during a similar 
situation in 2008. “When the bank started 
investing its money between 2009-11, we 
were able to invest at attracted valuations. 
When we exited, we achieved very strong 
returns in terms of internal rate of return.” 

QFB’s challenge will be in convincing 
clients to part with their wealth in a time 
like this. When the markets are down, it is 
usually the best time to invest; but it is also 

QSE BECKONS

When QFB was 
launched, the plan was to 
eventually list the bank, 
giving the shareholders 
the liquidity event they 
had been promised. “Our 
intention is to list the 
bank’s shares; we are 
not looking to raise any 
new capital from this. 
We are working very 
aggressively towards 
the listing and are in 
touch with the necessary 
regulatory authorities. 
Hopefully we’ll be able 
to achieve this in the not 
too distant future,” says 
Makkawi.

business > bank notes
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the most difficult time to raise money from 
clients, says Makkawi. “There is an element 
of fear and people tend to want to save. 
But for more sophisticated investors with 
enough liquidity, this is a great opportunity 
to grow their business and position by 
making investments where prices have 
become more attractive.”

Client profile
From a regulatory point of view, QFB is 
not authorised to be a retail bank. So they 
are precluded from taking on clients with 
less than a million dollars of liquid net 
worth. “That sets the floor,” says Makkawi. 
“If the client has assets elsewhere we 
may start at lower levels but we’ll aim 
at progressing them to higher levels in a 
relatively short period of time. Currently 
most of our clients are based in Qatar but 
our client base will ultimately to mirror our 
shareholding – predominantly Qatari with 
investors from the larger GCC region.” 

There is a lot of wealth right now 
among Qatari families that needs to be 
restructured and reorganised, according to 
Makkawi. “There are issues of inheritance 
and maintaining the family wealth across 
generations in a more sustainable way and 
these are the kind of solutions we provide 
for our clients.” As the trend of wealthy 
families establishing family offices grows 
in the region, he believes the bank will 
increasingly start dealing with entities 
like these. “In this region, there are a few 
family offices. But this is a big trend and 
opportunity. Family businesses, as they 
get passed down to the second and third 
generation of owners, are beginning to see 
the need to plan for succession, inheritance 
and to make sure that there is a sustainable 
way of managing their wealth. We see 
this as a growth opportunity. We have 
had several discussions with families on 
how we can help them do that in a Sharia-
compliant way. Whether it is a family office 
structure or trust structure compatible 
with Sharia, these anchor the relationships 
with our clients,” he says.

QFB spends a lot of time understanding 
their clients and discussing their risk 
appetite, Makkawi points out. “We have to 
make sure that the products and services 
we offer them are in line with their needs. 
Many times clients think about risk in 
different terms, so the initial step is to 
discover together their long-term financial 
objectives – whether it is to create wealth 
or preserve it. To sit down and figure out 

together an appropriate risk profile and 
bring to them the best-in-class products 
that match that appetite.”

SMEs during the downturn
“Obviously SMEs and start-ups have a 
much higher risk and in a difficult market 
environment the banks are going to be shy 
about lending or investing with them. This 
is where I see a lot of positive partnership 
with the government,” says Makkawi. At the 
end of the day, venture capital investments 
aren’t for everybody. “These very high 
growth but also high-risk investments 
depend on the appetite of the clients. They 
can easily make up a small percentage of a 
diversified portfolio and often clients prefer 
to invest in businesses that are close to or 
have synergies with their own businesses.” 

In an environment like this, the 
government starts relying more on the 
private sector to boost the economy, as 
they have less means to do it by themselves. 
“We are seeing this in a variety of sectors 
like healthcare where many public-private 
partnerships are being created and we are 
very keen to invest in these,” he says. But 
when it comes to SMEs, the best practice 
is to put in mechanisms like those in 
Singapore and Lebanon, where the central 
bank partly guarantees loans provided by 
banks to entrepreneurs, he feels. He also 
recommends the launch of venture capital 
and SME funds that are meant specifically 
to target young entrepreneurs in a variety of 
sectors like technology, digital, healthcare, 
etc. “This doesn’t require too much money. 
In Lebanon, the central bank allocated 
$400 million to this purpose and that was  
good enough to start. The argument is that 
this is critically important and should be 
done as a priority.”

“Qatar can probably do more and I 
would like to see something similar here. 
The Qatari government is, amongst all 
the GCC countries, in the best position to 
take these kinds of measures. Qatar also 
has substantial foreign reserves that can 
be brought back into the local economy.” 
Makkawi also speaks favourably of new 
government policies which are ushering in 
efficiencies and trimming the fat. “These 
are painful things that need to be done in 
an environment where oil is no longer at 
$100. But the government hasn’t lost sight 
of strategic and important goals. We at QFB, 
in our own way, hope to be able to grow 
while making a substantial contribution to 
Qatar’s economic development plans.” 

BRANCHING OUT

“We don’t have plans for 
a branch network. Maybe 
in the future we might look 
at opening representative 
offices in other locations 
where we feel there would 
be a need to improve 
on the services and be 
closer to the sources of 
investments and if we 
chose to expand our client 
base,” says Makkawi.
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business > oil&gas
“US energy producers need to lower costs, borrow cash or liquidate, 
which means deeper spending cuts, laying off more roughnecks and 
idling drilling rigs.  It sounds harsh, and unfortunately it is, but it is 

the most efficient way to rebalance markets.” 
ALI AL NAIMI

Minister of Petroleum and Mineral Resources 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

Doha: Qatar’s Minister of Energy and Industry Mohammed Saleh Al Sada (R),Saudi 
Arabia’s Minister of Petroleum and Mineral Resources Ali Al Naimi (C), and Venezuela’s 
Minister of Petroleum and Mining Eulogio Del Pino (L) attend a press conference on 
February 16, 2016 in the Qatari capital, Doha.

A
t a closed-door meeting in Doha, 
which also included ministers from 
Qatar and Venezuela, Saudi oil 
minister Ali Al Naimi agreed to end 

the OPEC policy of unrestricted pumping, 
which has sent prices plummeting to 
below $30 a barrel since June 2014 highs 
of $110. The Organisation of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries’ January output, at 
33.1 million barrels a day, was its highest 
ever, meaning that any impact on the oil 
price from the freeze is likely to be small. 
Russia, which is not a member of OPEC, 
produced 10.9 million barrels a day that 
month, its highest level in history.

But the move represents a shift away 
from the policy adopted at OPEC's 
December meeting, when the group 
scrapped production caps altogether. 
“Freezing now at the January level is 

adequate for the market, we believe,” said 
Al Naimi. “We recognise today the supply 
is going down because of current prices. 
We also recognise that demand is on the 
rise.”

“It is the beginning of a process which 
we will assess in the next few months and 
decide if we need other steps to stabilise 
and improve the market,” he said.

The oil ministers of four countries said 
that the deal would depend on other oil 
producers, including Iran, also agreeing 
to freeze production. Sanctions on Iran 
ended in early January, allowing the 
country to ramp up oil production. Bijan 
Namdar Zaganeh, Iran’s oil minister, has 
repeatedly insisted that it does not intend 
to cut production, as the country seeks to 
use revenue from sales to lift its economy 
out of recession.

Russia and Saudi Arabia, the world’s largest oil producers, have 
agreed to freeze production at January levels in a bid to prevent 
further declines in prices, which scraped 12-year lows last month.

PRODUCTION FREEZE, FINALLY

THE NEW 
DIRECTION
Qatar Petroleum and Royal 
Dutch Shell have agreed to 
develop LNG as a marine fuel 
for use by the world’s largest 
container shipping company, 
A.P. Moller-Maersk, according 
to a statement by Qatargas on 
February 22.

Q
atargas, the world’s largest LNG 
producer, said the three companies 
signed a memorandum of 
understanding which sees Qatargas 

4, a joint venture between Qatar Petroleum 
and Shell, producing the fuel for use by 
Maersk Line. Most shipping companies 
currently use heavy fuel oil, or bunker fuel, 
to propel their vessels although LNG as 
marine fuel has been used by some ships in 
the past decade.

DNV GL, an international energy and 
shipping certification agency, says while 
most of the industry will continue to use 
heavy fuel oil for now, LNG is being used 
more, in part because it more easily meets 
current and proposed emission rules. “This 
cooperation between Qatargas, Maersk 
Group and Shell represents an important 
step in developing LNG as a viable fuel 
for maritime transportation,” Maersk’s 
CEO, Nils Smedegaard Andersen, said in a 
statement issued by Qatargas. “The possible 
use of LNG as fuel for ships presents an 
opportunity to reduce both SOx emissions 
and in reducing the transport sector’s CO2 
footprint.”
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“Today, the private sector in Qatar is qualified enough to 

compete in markets such as the US.”
SHEIKH FAISAL BIN QASSIM AL THANI

Chairman, Qatari Businessmen Association, talking about increasing Qatari investments in hospitality 
and real estate in the US market

T
he largest real estate development and 
investment event in the state of Qatar, 
Cityscape Qatar 2016 has confirmed a 
number of prominent local, regional 

and international construction and real 
estate companies exhibiting at this year’s 
edition. The high-profile three-day event 
will showcase a wide range of real estate 
opportunities to homebuyers, private 
and professional investors as well as 
key industry professionals from Qatar, 

the region and around the globe. Local 
companies will be joined by regional and 
international heavyweights including 
Manazil Real Estate and JLL from the 
UAE, along with the Turkish companies, 
Gap Insaat Yatirim ve Dis Ticaret AS and 
Hashim Property, among others. The event, 
now in its fifth year in Qatar, will be held 
from April 26-28, 2016 at the newly opened 
Doha Exhibition and Convention Center 
(DECC).

CITYSCAPE QATAR 2016

Cityscape Qatar 2016 to include local companies UDC, Al Bandary, 
Ezdan Holding Group, Gold Bay Real Estate along with John Taylor, 
who will be greeted by an expected 7,000 visitors.

THE MARKET IN JANUARY

REAL ESTATE TRANSACTIONS

QR2.7
BILLION IN JANUARY 2016, 

DOWN FROM

QR3.6
BILLION IN DECEMBER 2015

VALUE OF TRANSACTIONS
THE VALUE OF DOHA’S

QRI.64
BILLION REAL ESTATE 

TRANSACTIONS WERE MORE THAN 
DOUBLE THAT OF AL RAYYAN

QR7I8
MILLION 

NUMBER OF DEALS

255
IN JANUARY,

33I
IN DECEMBER.

(AL RAYYAN TOPPED ALL OTHER MUNICIPALITIES 
IN TERMS OF THE NUMBER OF DEALS 

CONCLUDED, ACCOUNTING FOR 30% OF THE 
TOTAL NUMBER OF TRANSACTIONS COMPARED 

WITH DOHA’S 29%)

THE HIGHEST PRICE FOR 
A SINGLE PIECE OF REAL 

ESTATE WAS OFFERED FOR 
A PROPERTY IN THE POSH 

AL DAFNA LOCALITY OF 
DOHA AT 

QR360
MILLION

MOURJAN 
SHOWCASES 
MANGROVES
Mourjan Marinas - Lusail City 
showcased the success of its 
floating mangroves project, 
when hosting Qatar TV as part of 
a special documentary shooting.

M
ourjan Marinas - Lusail City 
launched this project in 2012 
together with UNESCO and 
Lusail City to monitor the use of 

mangroves for capturing carbon emissions, 
and helping to reduce atmospheric carbon 
levels.  Since its launch, the project continues 
to capture international attention from the 
science and environmental communities 
as mangroves also provide a safe, sheltered 
home for hundreds of birds and marine 
species, which aids biodiversity and helps 
to increase fish stocks.
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A  B I G G E R  C R I S I S  I N  T H E  M A K I N G

A Syrian girl begs in the street as 
another child sleeps next to her, in 
downtown Istanbul, on February 22,

AFP / BULENT KILIC
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The discussions have now 
reached fever pitch with the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries, which produce about 
a fifth of the world’s oil, recently 

agreeing on the design framework of the 
consumption tax in the light of the region 
witnessing a precipitous decline in revenue 
on weakened oil prices that are now at its 13-
year lows. “The fiscal and current account 
balances in the region are deteriorating 
sharply, with the fiscal balance projected by 
the IMF (International Monetary Fund) to 
be in a deficit of 12.7% of GDP in 2015,” said 
IMF Managing Director Christine Lagarde 
in Doha in November 2015, asking the Gulf 
countries to once again embark on tax 
reforms, including VAT, which, however, 
does not find favor with the lawmakers in 
the US.

The introduction of VAT, which has 
been hanging fire for the past decade, 

appears to be almost certain in the region, 
where the oil pool accounted for 70-95% of 
government revenues during 2011-14. The 
GCC, which was seen more as a tax haven, 
has now recognised the need for additional 
earnings from indirect taxes to offset the 
impact of lower income flows from oil and 
gas exports, but to what extent it can do so 
is anyone's guess since it is still not clear on 
which sectors VAT will fall.

In fact, vexatious tax reforms are not 
new to the region, with efforts to introduce 
direct or indirect taxation dating back to 
the late 1980s. In the early 1990s, GCC 
ministers reportedly studied the feasibility 
of introducing VAT and corporate tax as 
part of their economic reforms but the 
global recession of 2008 and the Arab 
Spring have rather put the unpalatable 
platter into cold storage. However, in 
the present century, with low oil prices 
becoming the new economic order and yet 

development > viewpoint

Cognizant of the need 
for private sector 
growth and not willing 
to rock investment 
prospects, the Gulf 
countries, for quite 
some time, have been 
toying with the idea 
of introducing value 
added tax (VAT), an 
inflation-neutral fiscal 
tool that is seen as 
efficient and cheaper to 
operate.

By Ilak Gan
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sustaining the economies, the GCC faces 
increasing difficulties in funding the scale of 
public welfare provision and public sector 
jobs to which its populations have long 
been accustomed and hence does not have 
much choice but (willingly or unwillingly) 
to undertake fundamental and structural 
reforms while factoring in rapid changes 
and evolving risks in the socio-economic 
and political spheres.

Asserting that VAT is an ideal revenue 
instrument for the region, the IMF recently 
said if designed well, VAT could generate as 
much as 1.5-2% of gross domestic product 
(or about 2.5- 3.5% of non-oil GDP) in 
revenue in the GCC even with relatively 
low rates. Non-oil tax revenues averaged 
about 1.6% of GDP (about 3% of non-oil 
GDP) in 2012-14. Raising this revenue effort 
through the introduction of efficient taxes 
that do not distort economic incentives or 
adversely affect investment and growth is 
part of the needed fiscal reform strategy. “A 
VAT rate of about 5% with few exemptions 
could generate revenue of some 3.5% of 
GDP and is likely to be considered by the 
GCC,” said Nasser Saidi, a GCC-based 
economist.

The Washington D.C. based International 
Institute of Finance is of the view that the 
introduction of VAT combined with the 
gradual reduction of fuel subsidies will 
anchor expectations and support fiscal 
sustainability. It is understood that the 
Gulf countries have adopted a draft VAT 
framework agreement that will form the 
basis of the GCC VAT regime, with each 
nation having its own domestic VAT 
law and regulations formulated around 
the common principles of a central VAT 
framework across the region, a move that 
brings with it opportunities and risks for 
local and foreign businesses.

Each GCC country is at a different level 
of readiness but seeks the simultaneous 
implementation of VAT, a time-tested 
instrument that has seen governmental 
revenues increase in many world 
jurisdictions, in order to avoid unwarranted 
price arbitrage and smuggling. Once 
a decision to impose VAT is made, the 
public will be given “a time horizon of no 
less than 18 months to prepare for the 
implementation and discharge of the 
obligations towards the tax requirements,” 
said the UAE Ministry of Finance.

“Looking purely at what we know 
about the economic impact of a VAT, 
implementing such a tax does appear to be 
an appropriate approach given the range of 

needs that need to be balanced,” said Stuart 
Halstead, Indirect Tax Leader at Deloitte 
Middle East. The proposed blueprint for 
fiscal reform is eminently practical, feasible 
and most timely. It should be part of a new 
model of economic development for the 
GCC, according to Saidi.

Apprehensions are based on whether the 
reported 5% VAT would be able to offset 
the precipitous decline in the oil price 
and whether the rates would be revised 
upwards should the oil prices remain low 
for a prolonged period, an issue that will be 
increasingly looked at especially by foreign 
investors. The issue also becomes vital 
to the region’s labour market; given the 
rigidities in wages and salaries, especially in 
the private sector.

Another pertinent question, at 
this juncture, is how robust is the tax 
information network of the GCC given 
that VAT centres around “set-offs”, one 
has to take into consideration the in-built 
system to adjust the VAT payable on each 
link in the process chain, and the apparent 
lack of statistical capacity in the region. A 
2005 IMF study that examined the VAT 
refund mechanism in 36 countries across 
the globe showed that the refunding of 
credits was the 'Achilles’ heel' of a VAT 
system. Moreover, even in countries where 
refund procedures are in place, businesses 
are often concerned about the complexity 
of the process.

An old draft version of the GCC VAT 
framework agreed in June 2011 set the 
VAT rate at 5% while maintaining the 
CET in place. It also provided for certain 
exceptions to specific sectors and/
or goods and services. These included 
allowing specific sectoral thresholds 
and zero rating of supplies in health and 
education, a common compulsory list of 
exempted services in the financial sector, 
differentiated treatment relative to usage 
for gold and in the real estate sector, and 
zero rating of the oil and gas sector.

Although there has been a lack of 
agreement among neighbouring countries 
on rates and exemptions in the previous 
instances, the latest reports suggest that 
about 94 items have been exempted 
from VAT. “We have agreed to exempt 
approximately 94 (mainly food) items. 
We also agreed to apply zero tax on 
the healthcare, education and social 
services sectors,” said Younis Al Khouri, 
Undersecretary at the Ministry of Finance, 
UAE recently. Although there has been 
a lack of clarity on the potential roll-out 

and the timeframe for VAT, the GCC 
countries are nearing a deal that would see 
VAT introduced in each of the members 
of the bloc by 2018, according to him. 
“Implementation of VAT is in the final 
stages. Oman is working out a mechanism 
on how to collect the tax.  So, by mid-2017, 
we can expect VAT being introduced in 
Oman,” according to Tawfiq Al Lawati, 
a member of Majlis Al Shura economic 
committee. However, as the date of this 
publication, no official statement has come 
from Qatar where gross value addition in 
the non-mining and quarrying sector has 
expanded faster than that in the mining 
segment as of the third quarter of 2015, 
according to the Ministry of Development 
Planning and Statistics.

Even as the GCC policymakers are 
busy ensuring a smooth introduction 
of the new tax regime, fears have crept 
into the corporate sector as VAT, which 
could buttress the impact of lower 
sovereign revenues, may impinge on 
the competitiveness of the regional 
economies and likely result in increased 
administrative and compliance burdens 
as well as additional costs. “A 5% rate may 
not sound like a lot, but if it ends up as an 
additional cost on purchases because a VAT 
structure is inefficient, it’s going to hurt 
much more than a 10% tax on net income,” 
said Finbarr Sexton, MENA (Middle East 
and North Africa) Indirect Tax Leader, 
Ernst and Young. “Regardless of timing, 
companies operating in the GCC should 
be planning for the introduction of VAT. 
Operating models may need to be changed 
and existing and new contracts reviewed 
for where the tax cost will fall,” said Ian 
Anderson of Pinsent Masons.

The oil-exporting economies, given 
continued lower oil prices, appear 
increasingly likely to introduce new taxes, 
such as VAT, and this as a consequence 
will increase the necessary documentation 
and other compliance requirements, 
according to the World Bank’s Paying 
Taxes 2016 report, prepared in association 
with PricewaterhouseCoopers. A research 
report by Oxford Strategic Consulting 
early this year disclosed that the GCC 
governments can raise extra revenues 
worth at least 10% of GDP without the 
need to introduce taxation in the region. 
Introducing taxation in the GCC region 
“may prove a hard pill to swallow for 
citizens” whose economic, political and 
social lives are based on a tax-free, subsided 
and levy-free way of life, said the report. 
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The energy world is in the 
midst of fundamental shifts. 
It is still unclear how Beijing 
plans to manage China’s first 
major economic wobble in 

nearly three decades, subsidy cuts in Gulf 
countries that have long enjoyed oil wealth 
are still underway and the US has raised 
interest rates for the first time in a decade. 
Plus, the Saudi Arabian riyal fell to a record 
low against the US dollar in the one-year 
forwards market in mid-January and state-
owned Saudi Aramco, the world’s largest oil 
producer, said it is eyeing an initial public 
offering (IPO) this year. Questions abound 
over whether the region’s economic goliath 
is falling. Europe is still posting minimal 
economic growth and the majority of the 
BRIC economies (Brazil, Russia, India and 
China) are struggling to find their fiscal feet. 

All of these macroeconomic factors feed 
into what underpins the character of the 
global economy – confidence. The bearish 
sentiment means many investors that have 
typically rushed to funnel cash into oil and 
gas projects are now tentative, including 
those in the Middle East. Tightened 
budgets is one of the reasons behind Royal 
Dutch Shell’s decision to withdraw from 

a $10 billion development of the Bab sour 
gas reserves with Abu Dhabi National Oil 
Company (Adnoc), while Total is reducing 
its global workforce by 4,000 and the UAE’s 
Sharjah-based Dana Gas is cutting its 
headquarter's workforce by 40%. 

Perhaps confidence in the 
macroeconomic outlook will improve as 
the year progresses if China’s economy 
stabilises, the US’ plans to increase interest 
rates becomes clearer and the subsidy cuts 
in the Gulf help boost coffers.  

China’s fiscal transformation  
The treasury of the world’s largest economy 
faces a challenging year and energy 
producers are not immune, but China’s 
outlook is not as bleak as global headlines 
suggest. The devaluation of China’s 
currency, the yuan, last August fueled 
fears that China’s debt-driven burst onto 
the global stage over the last decade could 
crumble and take the bulk of Asia’s energy 
demand down with it. But the Chinese 
economy is still expected to grow by around 
7% in 2016 – albeit the slowest full-year 
growth since 1990 – and Beijing’s double-
freeze on China’s small stock market in 
early January primarily affected sentiment, 

rather than actual business.
Beijing’s plans to start switching to more 

sophisticated market reforms in 2016 could 
lead to a safer and consumer-based economy 
– clarity that will benefit economies 
worldwide. Energy producers in the Middle 
East are expected to benefit from China’s 
historical trade links that have endured for 
over two millennia, as Beijing ramps up its 
One Road, One Belt programme along the 
new Silk Road. Trade between the UAE and 
China is already growing at 16% annually 
and China is now the UAE’s second largest 
trade partner – volumes stood at $54.8bn 
in 2014. Beijing’s aversion to wade into 
regional politics will continue to charm 
trade partners like Oman, the UAE and Iraq 
and the historic Sino-Iran trade accord will 
regain momentum following the lifting of 
sanctions on Iran in January.

Saudi Arabia enters uncharted  
territory 
Budget deficits, subsidy cuts and initial 
public offerings are not terms usually 
associated with the Kingdom. Saudi 
Arabia’s oil-centred economy, where 
petroleum accounts for 80% of its revenues, 
will spend less this year, rapidly trying 

ENERGY 
MACROECONOMICS 
IN 2016

A MYRIAD OF MACROECONOMIC 
FACTORS ARE COLLIDING THIS 
YEAR TO CREATE A STRING OF 
UNCERTAINTIES THAT HAVE 
WORRIED ENERGY PRODUCERS 
AROUND THE WORLD.
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to balance the weight of lower oil prices 
and the escalating costs of the Saudi-led 
coalition’s first year of operations in the 
Yemen war. Financial pressures mean the 
Kingdom’s initial subsidy cuts, which saw 
petrol prices rise by up to 50% in late 2015, 
could be deepened this year. So far, Saudi 
Arabia’s forecast budget deficit of 326 billion 
riyals ($87 billion) equates to 16% of its GDP. 

The possibility of an IPO of state-
owned oil giant Saudi Aramco is to many 
an indication of how the cash-strapped 
Kingdom is looking to raise finances. Some 
energy professionals counter that Riyadh’s 
vast foreign exchange reserves will protect 
the treasury from the worst of the low oil 
prices this year, saying that Saudi Aramco’s 
move reflects the country’s confidence 
and effort to introduce market reforms. A 
third explanation is that the tentative IPO 
illustrates Riyadh’s attempt to ring-fence 
its market share by inviting international 
partners into the fold, especially at a time 
when sanctions are lifted on Iran, the 
Kingdom’s main competitor in the region. 

US interest rates 
The much-anticipated increase in US 
interest rates – the first rise in a decade – 
will have far reaching consequences in 2016, 
raising borrowing costs for both corporates 
and consumers at a time when low oil prices 
are triggering budget deficits. Another hike 
to interest rates is expected in March, so 
companies at home and abroad that have 
not already factored in the change need to 
adjust quickly to US’ new fiscal landscape. 
Emerging market currencies are expected to 
move as they absorb the shock, especially in 
emerging economies like Turkey, Malaysia 
and Brazil. But the Philippines, India and 
Korea are likely to remain stable. 

The low oil price combined with rising 
interest rates, mark the final straw for small 
and medium US shale oil companies as many 
look to declare bankruptcy, curbing both 
shale production and new infrastructure 
projects until oil prices climb above $50/bl 
again. The US has 5,000 drilled and unused 
wells that could bring another 4 million b/d 
of new supply to the market at 100-200 b/d 
each – a welcome fiscal boost if oil prices 
recover later this year. 

Africa’s middle class emerges 
With many energy hubs in the Middle 
East and North Africa beset by political 
strife, Gulf and Asian investors are eyeing 
the largely stable democracies in the East 

African Community (EAC). Tanzania, 
Kenya and Uganda are spearheading East 
Africa’s economic prowess; growth forecasts 
for the region are 5.6% and 6.7% for 2015 and 
2016, respectively. Middle class households 
in eleven sub-Saharan African countries 
– including Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda – 
are expected to more than double from 15 
million people to over 40 million by 2030, 
according to Standard Bank’s research. The 
subsequent economic growth and appetite 
for oil products from the continent’s own 
reserves, Gulf and Asian suppliers, is vast. 

The EAC hopes to invest around $1.5 
billion to build 1,454 km of intraregional and 
domestic pipelines over the next few years. 
The longest pipeline will be the 784 km 
route through Kenya – Uganda – Rwanda, 
which should significantly bolster fuel trade 
between the three countries. Tanzania, 
Kenya and Uganda are among several 
East African countries addressing wobbly 
regulatory frameworks by establishing 
bidding rounds - a more transparent way 
to allocate resources. Tanzania hopes to 
use its 55 trillion cubic feet of natural gas 
reserves to become a liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) exporter by 2025, while Tullow and 
Canada’s Africa Oil Corp.  has identified 600 
million bls of oil reserves in Kenya’s South 
Lokichar basin. 

Geopolitics 
Economics and geopolitics are permanent 
bedfellows and the year ahead sees major 
changes in both. The political turmoil in the 
Middle East is unlikely to improve in the 
short-term, with souring relations between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran adding a fresh dose 
of uncertainty to a backdrop of war in Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen. Wars are costly and the 
Yemen war in particular is weighing down 
Saudi Arabia’s economy as it spearheads a 
coalition into a second year of airstrikes and 
fighting against the Houthis in Yemen. 

Saudi Arabia’s attention is also firmly fixed 
on Iran’s economy, which has been honed by 
nearly a decade of sanctions. The country’s 
inflation rate has dropped from around 45% 
in 2013 to 10% in 2015 and while Iran lacks 
the economic might of Riyadh, it is highly 
ambitious and has already built a network 
of relationships for potential energy supply 
contracts that stretch into Europe, the 
Gulf and Asia. And outside of the Gulf, 
geopolitics are putting a strain on Europe’s 
economy as an influx of refugees squeezes 
budgets, especially in countries that are also 
grappling with rising unemployment. 

BY DYALA SABBAGH
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ON CHINA’S 
'ONE BELT, 
ONE ROAD
QATAR SEEMS TO HAVE 
SHIFTED ITS GEARS 
TO OVERDRIVE ALONG 
CHINA’S ‘ONE BELT, ONE 
ROAD’ (OBOR) TO CLOCK A 
LAUDABLE PERFORMANCE 
IN THE RENMINBI (RMB) 
INTERNATIONALISATION 
DRIVE DESPITE FEARS OVER 
FURTHER DEVALUATION OF 
THE REDBACK.

BY ILAK GAN

China, which has always been 
among the first five trading 
partners with Qatar, had 
reported exports of QR1.25 
billion and imports of 

QR1.82 billion in December 2015, with the 
Asian country accounting for 11.4% and 
9% of Doha’s total exports and imports, 
respectively, according to the Ministry 
of Development Planning and Statistics 
figures. Seeking to reduce transaction 
costs, Qatar’s Prime Minister HE Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa Al Thani 
had last year inaugurated Qatar Renminbi 
Centre (QRC). By doing away with the need 
for conversion of the local currency into the 
dollar and then into the Chinese currency, 
transaction costs would come down by at 
least 6% to 7%, estimates suggest.

It has been only six months since the 
QRC started functioning from here, but 
already Doha has been adjudged as one of 
the most active Middle Eastern economies 
to use the RMB, a new reserve currency in 
the International Monetary Fund special 

drawing rights, for direct payments with 
China and Hong Kong. In Qatar, the RMB 
was used for 60% of all payments in 2015, 
a huge rise of 247% compared to 2014 and 
in the case of the UAE, RMB accounted 
for 74% of payments by value to China and 
Hong Kong, an increase of 52%, according 
to the latest SWIFT data. So much so that 
the UAE is all set to see the second RMB 
clearing centre soon.

This is despite the devaluation of the 
RMB in August 2015 and pressure is already 
mounting on the Chinese banking regulator 
to further devalue the currency due to 
persistent capital outflows. The currency 
has lost more than 1% so far this year and is 
down almost 6% since August, when China 
devalued it.

In terms of worldwide usage, during 
December 2015, the RMB remained the fifth 
most active currency for global payments 
by value, accounting for 2.31% of global 
payments against 2.28% in the previous 
month. Overall however, RMB payments 
value increased by 15.92% compared to 
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November 2015, compared to a generalised 
payments currency increase of 14.43%.

Although the majority of the payments 
between these Gulf countries and China/
Hong Kong are in US dollars (USD) and 
subsequently intermediated, mainly by 
USD clearing banks, Sido Bestani, Head of 
Middle East, Turkey and Africa at SWIFT, 
said the use of the RMB has been rising 
across the Middle East region over the last 
few years. “China is opening up to the world 
and is promoting the wider global use of 
RMB, which could present opportunities 
for other countries, including Qatar,” 
Qatar National Bank (QNB) had said in its 
economic commentary. 

Qatar, which is the largest exporter of 
natural gas to China, meeting around 20% 
of Chinese energy demands, has been 
the natural choice of Beijing for its first 
currency clearing centre in the region 
considering that the Middle East has been 
one of the largest trading partners and that 
more benefits could be reaped along the 
Silk Road economic bloc. An agreement 
was signed in 2014 between the Qatar 
Central Bank (QCB) and the People’s 

Bank of China, during the visit of HH the 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Khalifa Al Thani 
to China, enabling the establishment of 
a bilateral line for currency exchange for 
the amount of RMB35 billion for three 
years. “As trading relationships deepen 
and supply chains intertwine, more and 
more Middle East companies are beginning 
to weigh up the advantages of financing 
trade and investment flows in RMB,” 
according to Sunil Veetil, HSBC’s Regional 
Head of Payments and Cash Management 
Middle East and North Africa. RMB trade 
settlement will top 50% of China’s total 
trade by 2020, thrusting the currency 
into the major leagues, Angus T Y Tsang, 
Director, RMB Internationalization, HSBC 
Asia Pacific, had opined.

The internationalisation of the RMB 
could make further inroads if the China-
GCC free trade agreement is concluded. 
Reaching a free trade agreement, which 
has been under negotiation for more than 
a decade, would usher in mega economic 
projects and attract Chinese technology 
and investments into the GCC sectors 
including oil, finance and commerce, said 
Abdul Rahim Naqi, Secretary-General of 
the Federation of Chambers of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council. McKinsey had 
forecasted that by 2020, total trade flows 
between China and the Middle East will be 
anywhere between $350 billion and $500 
billion, with China-GCC trade accounting 
for the majority share. 

On a broader outlook, QRC is also aimed 
at further strengthening China’s OBOR 
initiative focusing on infrastructure 
connectivity, investment, trade and 
financial cooperation to boost the Middle 
East’s significance in the value chain of 
China. “It [QRC] will facilitate greater 
cross-border RMB investment and 
financing by businesses, and promote 
greater trade and economic links between 
China and the region, paving the way for 
better financial co-operation and enhancing 
the preeminence of Qatar as the financial 
hub in the Middle East and North Africa,” 
said QCB Governor Sheikh Abdullah bin 
Saoud Al Thani. QRC – which is the first 
one in the Middle East and North Africa 
region, joining 14 other centres mainly in 
Europe, East Asia, Australia and Canada 
– will facilitate greater cross-border RMB 
investment and financing by businesses, 
and promote greater trade and economic 

links between China and the region, paving 
the way for better financial co-operation 
and enhancing the pre-eminence of Qatar 
as the financial hub in MENA. “The opening 
of the first RMB clearing centre will 
support the growing trade and investment 
between China and the Middle East,” said 
Sunil Kaushal, Regional Chief Executive 
Officer (Africa and Middle East), Standard 
Chartered Bank , adding that deals will no 
longer have to be directed to China or Hong 
Kong for clearing.

At its first advisory council meeting in 
November, Kamal Nagi, Director at QCB, 
had said that more than RMB 131 billion 
had been cleared through the QRC since 
June 2015 making it the third largest ICBC-
managed clearing facility in the world by 
volumes. “The region’s first RMB centre 
is on its way to fulfilling its objective of 
opening the lines of trade more fluidly 
between the Middle East, North Africa and 
China,” said Nagi.

China, the world’s second largest 
economy, has increasingly become an 
important partner for trade and investment 
in the wider MENA region and therefore 
internationalisation of Renminbi will have 
all the advantages for these economies. 
QNB had said in its note that there is a 
large opportunity for the financial sector 
to capture income, fees and commissions 
from growing offshore RMB-denominated 
business through financing trade, foreign 
exchange transactions, issuing debt, taking 
deposits and issuing loans. “The first RMB 
clearing centre in the region will open 
further the gateway and opportunities for 
trade between China and the Middle East 
and Africa. Looking to the future, it will 
improve the ease of transactions between 
companies in the region and China,” said 
Jiang Jianquing, Chairman, Industrial 
and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC), 
which is licenced by the Qatar Financial 
Centre Regulatory Authority. To promote 
the cross-border use of China’s currency in 
the Middle East region, ICBC has already 
made it clear that its Doha branch will 
“enrich” the products for constructing and 
developing Qatar's offshore RMB market. 
“With the Doha branch becoming the local 
RMB clearing bank, ICBC will further 
expand its global RMB clearing network 
spanning multiple time zones, and actively 
promote the cross-border use of RMB in 
the Middle East region,” said Jianquing. 
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A  T H O U SA N D  WO R D S

Australian Budapest-based freelance 
photographer Warren Richardson 
poses in front of his picture "Hope 
for a New Life" on February 18 in 
Amsterdam after his picture was 
announced the winner of the World 
Press Photo of the year 2015.The 
haunting black-and-white image 
of a refugee passing a baby under 
a barbed wire fence won the 
prestigious award for highlighting 
Europe's worst migrant crisis since 
World War II.

AFP / ANP / Koen van Weel

affairs > worldview
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While attracting a price 
premium in comparison 
with crude oil-derived  
equivalents, GTL 
products are proving 

to be a popular alternative in the market 
thanks to their performance benefits, 
chemical purity and environmentally 
friendly properties. However, increasing 
competition has the potential to erode 
some of Qatar’s GTL market share in the 
long term. 

A major player
Qatar has carved out a niche as the global 
leader in the GTL industry, creating a range 
of liquid fuels from natural gas, which 

is converted into longer-chain, highly 
paraffinic oil products. Finished products 
include diesel, kerosene, lubricant base oil, 
and inputs for petrochemical and detergent 
production. 

GTL products are odourless and free from 
sulphur and other impurities commonly 
found in crude oil-based alternatives. They 
are also thinner, which helps to reduce 
friction and prevent contaminant build-up 
and wear on machinery. 

Qatar has two major GTL facilities 
with a combined capacity of more than 
170,000 barrels per day (bpd). One of the 
plants, ORYX GTL, uses low-temperature 
processing technology developed by 
South Africa-based energy and chemicals 

development > viewpoint

QATARI GTL 
TO DEFEND 
MARKET SHARE

RISING DEMAND, AN 
EXPANDING PRODUCT 

RANGE AND INNOVATIVE 
NEW APPLICATIONS 

FOR GAS-TO-LIQUIDS 
(GTL) PRODUCTS 

SHOULD HELP QATAR 
MAINTAIN GROWTH 

IN ITS GTL INDUSTRY, 
BUCKING DECLINES 

IN CONVENTIONAL 
HYDROCARBON PRICES.
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BY OLIVER CORNOCK
Managing Editor, Middle East
Oxford Business Group

company Sasol, and operates as a joint 
venture with Qatar Petroleum (QP). 
Qatar’s other facility, Pearl GTL, uses 
Shell proprietary technology and ranks as 
the world’s largest GTL plant, producing 
140,000 bpd, or more than 80% of the 
country’s total GTL output. 

According to Rob Sherwin, general 
manager of corporate affairs and deputy 
country chairman for Shell Qatar, 2016 
will be the second consecutive year when 
planned routine maintenance activities in 
the first half of the year will see Pearl GTL’s 
production halved for a period of time.

Market resilience
A solid performance by Qatar’s 
manufacturing sector in the third 
quarter of 2015 underscored GTL’s rising 
contribution to the broader economy. Real 
gross value added in the sector was up 
4.3% quarter-on-quarter (q-o-q), driven 
in large part by GTL production, according 
to data from the Ministry of Development 
Planning and Statistics, compared to 2.8% 
q-o-q growth in the broader economy. 

While GTL’s nominal contribution will 
decline this year on weaker energy prices 
and the partial shutdown at Pearl GTL, 
both demand and GTL’s value proposition 
remain strong, according to Sherwin. “GTL 
products have the benefit of being sold 
into a global market that is continually 
growing,” he told OBG.

Phinda Vilakazi, president of Sasol 
GTL ventures, managing operations in 
Qatar, Nigeria and Uzbekistan, agreed that 
demand for GTL products was unlikely to 
be greatly affected by market turbulence. 
“In the applications where it is used, GTL 
has a proven benefit profile in terms of 
environmental impact and quality,” he told 
OBG. “We don’t foresee the Qatari GTL 
market at current production levels being 

impacted significantly by wider market 
forces.”

Competitive prospects
Despite its demonstrated resilience, 
Qatar’s GTL industry will likely face rising 
competition in the years to come from new 
producers that are keen to tap into growing 
global demand. 

In late December Saudi Aramco 
announced plans to develop a major gas 
industrial complex at Jazan, worth a 
reported 2.1 billion, which will incorporate 
a GTL component into its scheduled 
opening in 2017.  Elsewhere, a GTL plant 
in Nigeria is nearing full production, and 
two smaller-scale facilities are set to be 
commissioned in the US later this year. 
Other GTL projects are also being explored 
in Mozambique and Uzbekistan.

In the meantime, producers are gearing 
up to accommodate Iran’s return to the 
international energy market. Iran’s leaders 
are actively seeking foreign investment in 
its dormant oil and gas industry, in both 
the up- and downstream segments, and the 
country reportedly has plans to construct 
a pilot GTL plant on Qeshm Island. The 
facility is expected to come online in 2018, 
according to local media reports, with 
initial output of 3,000 bpd. While initial 
installed production will be a fraction of 
Qatar’s GTL output, Iran has the potential 
to expand its own capacity – and, like its 
Gulf neighbour, has ample feedstock to 
supply the sector.

Nonetheless, Qatar is expected to 
continue to benefit from its established 
dominance in the global market, having 
already made extensive investment in 
the capital-intensive development stage, 
which should strengthen its position as 
a supplier against a backdrop of rising 
demand for premium GTL products. 
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KEY TO GOOD 
PUBLICITY

TRANSPARENCY AND 
OPEN COMMUNICATION:
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Based in Dubai for the last 18 years, Macpherson 
isn’t new to this part of the world or the business 
prophecies in the field of public relations. His 
journey into this field began with assisting the 
set-up of an events production company in 1994 
in London and later expanding offices to Sydney, 
Australia. Moving into public relations wasn’t a 

difficult transition from events production. “I was very much on 
the corporate event side. The two disciplines are interrelated and 
complement each other; they are both about how to communicate 
your message to a key audience. Fundamentally, events production 
and public relations follow the same rules and there’s a lot of 
crossover.”

By definition, public relations is a strategic communication 
process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between 
organisations and their public. Public relations, often a 
misconstrued concept, has changed the face of many organisations. 
“The term ‘public relations’ is often used in place of media 
relations, which is the practice of engaging media as a channel to 
communicate a company’s, a government’s or indeed an individual’s 
story to the public. What is less understood are the other disciplines 
that sit under public relations and the value these can bring to 
organisations in particular. One of the biggest challenges is the 
lack of understanding of the depth and breadth of public relations 
disciplines and the value they bring to an organisation in good 
times and bad,” says Macpherson. 

Having good external relations with the public is as important as 
having amicable internal relations with your own employees. They 
are the face of the organisation and the attitude they carry on a daily 
basis reflects on the company as well. 

“It’s extremely important for organisations to have a robust 
internal communications strategy. During times of a challenging 

business environment, it becomes a critical part of the strategic 
management process. Employees are an organisation’s most 
valuable asset and the way they are engaged by a company has a 
tremendous bearing on the performance of the company. Studies 
have suggested that effective employee communication is a leading 
indicator of financial performance and a driver of employee 
engagement. Companies that are highly effective communicators 
have shown higher total returns to shareholders compared with 
firms that are the least effective communicators.”

PR concepts and the underlying principles remain the same, be 
it Europe, Australia or the Middle East. Differences can be seen 
in the corporate structures and business regulations. Over the 
last 30 years, the field of PR has been rapidly moulding itself to 
include the changing environment and what the clients want. The 
current trend has been to  include what the customer wants. With 
vast information available online, the public now puts the question 
of why should we use certain products and services. “One of the 
most interesting elements of business today is that audiences are 
questioning and challenging brands and companies a great deal 
more than they have in the past. The public has greater access to 
information, and this is fueling a demand for more transparency. 
For companies, it is no longer purely about what you do and how 
well you do it; the public is beginning to question why and how a 
brand does what it does; what Hill+Knowlton refers to as ‘purpose’,” 
says Macpherson. 

Technology and Innovation
“There is a difference in the way businesses are structured or 
shaped. But in essence, what we do has changed in the last 10 years. 
Technology and its continuous innovations will change the way 
we do things but doesn’t change the underlying reasons behind 
the way we do it. If we go back almost 30 years, the fax machine 

“TELL YOUR OWN STORY, BEFORE 
SOMEONE ELSE TELLS IT,” 
SAYS JONATHAN MACPHERSON, 
REGIONAL COMMUNICATIONS DIRECTOR 
OF HILL+KNOWLTON STRATEGIES, IN AN 
INTERVIEW WITH QATAR TODAY. 
THE MOTTO BEHIND A PUBLIC RELATIONS 
CAMPAIGN COULDN’T BE CLEARER.
BY KEERTANA KODURU
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caused a technological revolution 
for the PR industry. Mobile phones 
becoming more common 25 years ago 
had an impact on the industry; digital 
photography similarly changed the 
industry; more recently, the emergence 
of online channels and smart phones has 
changed the way we communicate,” adds 
Macpherson as an example. 

Using advanced technology and the 
emerging online channels isn’t new but 
still a nascent trend in the GCC. It needs 
early adopters to set the trend for others 
to follow. “When you are dealing with 
a society that has emerged as it has in 
the Middle East, cultural nuances and 
a familial structure play an important 
role that will change over time, but for 
now, you have to use what’s available to 
you when communicating with a large 
audience such as this. Whether or not 
technology and the many mediums 
available are adopted by the government, 
is very different across the Middle East,” 
he says.

What Qatar is doing in terms of its 
e-governance initiatives is definitely a 
good move forward, says Macpherson. 
“However, the speed that they are moving at, is not for me to 
comment on. But they are open to looking at ways they can improve 
and communicate with their audiences.”

He feels that there is also a need to continue to educate and invest 
in Qataris as they will be the ones to change the way government 
and organisations communicate in future. "We need to engage and 
excite them about the sector and show them what a great career it 
can be.” 

Everything from fashion to retail to the hospitality industry 
relies heavily on this growing medium for publicity and visibility 
today.  And PR agencies have a huge role to play in maintaining the 
reputation of a company. “There is a greater need for transparency 
today than there was 15 years ago. It’s not just about the end result, 
but about how technology will be used and also convincing educated 
stakeholders about the need for investment,” he says. 

Scrutiny and criticism vs development
Even though Qatar  doesn’t believe in extreme publicity, it 
definitely is open to the world in terms of scrutiny and judgment. 
There is a lot of criticism that comes with hosting international 
events such as the FIFA World Cup and other big sporting events. 
“Since it won the bid to host the FIFA tournament, Qatar has 
been subject to increasing criticism in international media; some 
of it has been unfair and sensationalist, and some of it has been 
objective and constructive. This is no different to media scrutiny of 
other host nations of large events – Beijing faced intense scrutiny 
and criticism in the run up to hosting the Olympics; similarly, Brazil 
with the World Cup and Olympics this year. It should be no surprise 
that there will be an intense focus on Qatar and its preparedness 
for the tournament. The ‘crunch point’ will be 2018, when the FIFA 
World Cup Final is in Russia. All eyes will turn to Qatar and it will 
face increasing scrutiny through to its hosting of the tournament”. 

Only time will tell whether Qatar is ready to face the heat. We 

asked Macpherson how Qatar, as a nation 
can handle this situation without causing 
harm to its own reputation. “I’d say its 
three things: have a robust, proactive 
strategy to tell your story; Monitor 
what’s being said and by whom' and 
assess the influence it has on audiences 
that matter to Qatar. Be open to criticism 
that’s objective and constructive and 
react quickly to correct inaccuracies. 
What is important for Qatar is to be 
open and to listen objectively. Take the 
emotion out of what’s being said and 
examine the underlying themes. Is it 
accurate and is it something Qatar needs 
to consider addressing in a meaningful 
way? If it is and it changes policy, then 
make sure that’s communicated strongly 
throughout the communities that need 
to hear it,” he answers.

Backtracking recession
With a challenging economic 
environment prevailing in the Middle 
East, is it still wise to invest in the field 
of PR and hire a consultancy to maintain 
communication across segments? “Yes – 
if they have something of value to say  to 

their stakeholders. Companies that continue to spend or increase 
spending through difficult market conditions fare better if they 
have something of value, something newsworthy to say to their 
audience.”

 The marketing department is the most penalised when 
recession hits as this is where the company earns its bread and 
butter. “Marketing budgets are often the first to face scrutiny 
when there are economic challenges. A key business strategy 
during a challenging economic climate is innovation. Companies 
need to invest in developing products or services that can help 
their customers to be more efficient or gain more business. The 
marketing discipline is an essential element in this. Once a product 
or service is developed, the company needs to tell people about it. 
Difficult market conditions can still create opportunities – how 
a company reacts and innovates to stand out from its peers is the 
difference and it needs to communicate this to the public.” 

There are companies that are forced to reorganise or restructure 
to weather the market conditions; it’s important they communicate 
this internally and externally in the right way to maintain the 
company or brand reputation. “What’s important for an organisation 
is to be clear and transparent about why it is undertaking such an 
operation. It needs to have a robust and proactive communication 
strategy to reassure customers and partners about its ability to 
continue to work with them. Similarly, it is extremely important 
to have a campaign strategy to engage employees about changes to 
the organisation. Those that will be affected by changes, need to be 
carefully taken through what is about to happen and be treated with 
respect and compassion. Those that remain in the organisation 
need to be reassured and continually engaged to ensure they 
understand the importance of their role and its contribution to the 
organisation. As the economy recovers and organisations grow and 
look to employ talent, what will be remembered is their reputation 
during challenging times.” 

affairs > listening post

There is a need to educate 
and invest in Qataris as they 
will be the ones to change 
the way government and 
organisations communicate  
in future.
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NEW FACE 
OF QATARI 
STARTUPS
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Over here at Qatar Today, we have always had a special place in our hearts 
(and our pages) for local startups. There is an energy here that is infectious. 
A culture that is aspirational. A dream that is alluring. And the things that are 
true for startups everywhere but with a unique character that is quintessentially 
Qatari. Businesses that fulfil real needs and imagined idiosyncrasies with equal 
fervour. In the following pages, we try to go behind the scenes for a light and 
engaging tête-ã-tête with the young founders of some of the best startups in 
Qatar – some veteran companies that have been on our radar for a while and 
also some news ones that we are quite excited about.
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THE NEW FACE 
OF QATARI STARTUPS

COVERSTORY

The successful entrepreneur
Nuwaid:  Someone bold enough to believe in 
his ideas and persistent enough to execute them 
with or without help.
Saima: Someone who can listen to what the 
customer wants and provide them with solutions 
that exceed expectations. 

The biggest argument yet with my  
co-founder 
Nuwaid: Money. I am quite generous when it 
comes to money, while Saima is known to be the 
“collection agent”. Well, she keeps the company 
alive.
Saima: Nuwaid is all about revenue generation 
but has no track of expenses. Let’s say he is 
sometimes a walking, talking credit card! 

The favourite thing in my office/desk
Nuwaid: My iMac. That is where all the 
creativity is born.
Saima: My customised calendar with my name 
embossed on every page.

Startup culture
You can sleep in the office at any time of the day. 
We have a convertible couch with blankets and 
pillows to keep us cozy.

When I was 10 years old
Nuwaid: I was in fifth grade envying adults who 
did not have to study or do homework and could 
just buy anything they wanted. I couldn’t wait for 
the schooling to end so I could be rich, buy every 

toy I wanted, and have all the potato chips and 
donuts without parental supervision.
Saima: I wanted to grow up and have a big office 
like my “daddy”.  As per my observation, he used 
to sit in his office, write in his diary and talk on 
the phone. This was my idea of a perfect work life.

Most inspirational startup story
Nuwaid: Virgin. Richard Branson started Virgin 
Records from almost nothing and disrupted 
everything about the recording industry. To date, 
they keep changing the industry norms of every 
business they enter. What inspires me the most 
is that they keep the customer experience at the 
heart of everything they do. The other man who 
did the same is Steve Jobs with Apple. 
Saima: Five Guys. Started off as a family 
business which grew into a concept restaurant. 
They have it in Doha too! Their passion and 
drive has helped them grow the business with a 
simple idea of burgers and fries. The experience 
they give their customers and their focus have 
successfully grown them into a franchisee model.

My first entrepreneurial experience 
Nuwaid: In my third grade, I was selling any 
cool household items I could get hold of, to 
my classmates for candy money. The business 
did not last long as my parents had other plans 
with those items and my sale was not exactly 
profitable!
Saima: I tried to sell customised music CDs 
to my classmates with their choice of songs. 
Unfortunately the teachers did not think it was 

FITNESS FORGED IN FIRE
Started by Nuwaid Pocker and Saima Bukhari, Crunch Doha is “Qatar’s first transformation company 

focused on achieving results in weight loss, toning, strengthening and adopting a healthy lifestyle 
naturally.” They offer six tailored, tested and proven fitness programmes that reshape bodies, with the 

right personal training, and nutrition and supplementation plans for both fat loss and weight gain to 
reach these goals. “Not only do we create the perfect fitness and nutrition programme to meet each 
client’s needs, but our experts are also there every step of the way to monitor your progress and give 
you the encouragement you need till the end,” the founders say. Crunch, which successfully grabbed 

attention online with dramatic pictures of transformations, now has also expanded into tailoring 
impactful employee engagement and well-being programmes through fitness for their corporate clients 

and has worked with the likes of Commercial Bank, Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy 
Committee, AstraZeneca, Hilton and Intercontinenal Doha.

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES

10 (AVERAGE AGE: 26)
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The successful entrepreneur
Focused, unrushed, and organised people makes a successful 
entrepreneur.  

The startup spark
I used to work in the retail industry, solving issues with theft 
and security. I saw everyday how busy most hypermarkets were. 
It’s really hard to find parking; you have to spend a lot of time 
inside the market walking up and down, then long queues at the 
counters, lugging all the stuff to the car and then back home. So, I 
thought why don't we utilise our phones to do the job? 

Customer profile
Most of our customers are the homemakers. Usually mothers busy 
with kids, very busy people, people without a driving licence who 
usually pay for a taxi to get to a store etc.

Favourite Qatar-based startup
I recently met a few guys who were incubated at QBIC. They 
call themselves  Shoppin and are working on crowdsourcing 
information about sales at malls and stores across the country 
which is then linked to social media. That’s something awesome.

YOUR LOCAL 
GROCER IS NOW 

ONLINE
eGrab is a mobile-first application that will 

deliver groceries smarter and more efficiently 
than ever, according to founder Rahid Kader. 

Customers simply download the app from the App 
Store or Google Play Store, choose their products 

and get them delivered at their doorsteps by a 
grabber. “Our project works widely on a mobile 

platform. Customers order on a mobile phone, the 
grabbers receive orders on the mobile phone and 
get them delivered utilising the GPS. In order to 
start lean, we have no inventories or employees 

on the logistics side. Inventories are from the 
stores like Quality Hypermarket, Lulu, Monoprix, 
etc, and the drivers are independent limousine/
taxi drivers who already have a car, a licence and 
a mobile phone. We create more business for the 
stores and more job opportunities for the drivers 

and save a lot of time for our customers.”

legal (I think I agree with them now).

I’d like to have dinner with…
Nuwaid: Tony Robbins. Want to learn how he made himself a 
brand worth $3 million for just a three-days conference.
Saima: Anna Wintour. I wish to know how she manages to 
run one of the largest and oldest fashion magazines to date, 
successfully predicting new trends and styles.

I disagree with this popular entrepreneurial advice
Nuwaid: 'The bigger the risk, the bigger the return': 
An entrepreneur’s job is to manage risks, not jump into 
volcanoes. His vision must be clear and he should be able to 
anticipate things that will stand in the way of his goals. 
Saima: 'If you get an idea, just start the business!': True if you 
have a million dollars to spare for the learning curve. You need 
to know whose problem you are solving and learn exactly how 
you will monetise it.

Monetising and more
The business was already monetised since the first day of 
operation. The real question is, how much more can we 
monetise the business? As per our plan, we are diversifying into 
multiple sources of income which in turn supports the core 
business. These include Nuwaid’s Nutrition, our healthy food 
business; Crunch Studio for group fitness classes; and our online 
fashion and apparels store that is currently under construction.
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OF QATARI STARTUPS
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The biggest argument yet with my co-founder
We normally argue over the shared economy and shift of 
sabbatical job space in the Middle East, where I believe the future 
of the shared economy is going to be.

When I was 10 years old
I was a normal 5th grade schoolboy, who liked drawing and 
painting. But I later gave up when I discovered that I am  
colour-blind.

Most inspirational startup story
Whatsapp. Guys who were fed up with working in Yahoo as 
advertisers started working on a new way to communicate that 
will remain free of ads. Just amazing.

My first entrepreneurial experience 
I sometimes used to sit in the counter in my dad’s store and try to 
help. I could understand the importance of a customer at that age.

I’d like to have dinner with…
The simple joy of dining with my dad is beyond words. He is no 
more.

SMART 
ADVERTISING 

Fi Technologies, a unique and innovative 
Wi-Fi advertising platform, has been on our 

radar for a while. One of the earliest incubatees 
at ictQatar’s Digital Incubation Center, they 

bagged the award for Best ICT Startup at 
QITCOM 2014. Founders Majid Lababidi and 

Saad Ali Al Qahtani have worked on tapping into 
the advertising potential of wireless hotspot 

networks in carefully studied and selected zones 
such as coffee shops, parks and clinics to allow 
advertisers to connect to potential customers 

through a smart multimedia platform. 
They currently provide the Login Page 

advertising and Redirection Page 
advertising services to their clients.

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES

4 (AVERAGE AGE: 30)
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The startup spark 
The project’s idea comes from the need to find a sustainable 
business model where free internet access can be provided to the 
public with convenient internet speed while generating revenue 
through selling advertisement spaces using a smart multimedia 
platform.

Customer profile
Fi Technologies satisfies the needs of three stakeholders at 
the same time. First, it provides free internet access to the 
public. Second, it allows clients such as coffee shops to offer 
their customers a free internet service. Third, it provides an 
unprecedented and smart advertisement channel for advertisers 
to reach their selected customers and deliver their messages in an 
interactive way.

Favourite Qatar-based startup
Meddy: A place to help you find the best doctors based on patient 
reviews and credentials. They help expats to easily find doctors 
they need and their business model is really promising.

The biggest argument yet with my co-founder
Argument is always healthy. We recently had a discussion about 
how we can increase our existent inventory to maximise the 
revenue without expanding locally. We both had our thoughts and 
we found a way to satisfy both visions.

The favourite thing in my office/desk
My augmented reality Basketball mug.

Startup culture
We believe in reserving one hour every day doing research on 
subjects not necessarily related to our domain.

Most inspirational startup story 
It has to be a personal story of a Syrian entrepreneur who lost 
everything in our beloved Syria, including family members and his 
own successful business, who made it back on his feet in an alien 
country through sheer will and hard work.

My first entrepreneurial experience 
Selling scarves to my classmates at school to give to their moms on 
Mother’s Day.

Favourite class in college
Communication Studies.

I’d like to have dinner with…
Larry Page, co-founder of Google. Who wouldn’t love to learn from 
this young entrepreneur and his way of keeping Google growing 
with his great mindset and ability to lead Google always to the top.

Monetising and more
Fi Technologies is already making money by selling views and 
clicks to advertisers. We are ready to scale up inside and outside 
Doha.

The successful entrepreneur
Mufeed : A successful entrepreneur doesn’t get stuck on the idea 
stage forever. He starts! He doesn’t keep his idea a secret! He talks 
about it to people, and grabs along others who share the same 
vision as his. 

The startup spark 
Aisha: We came together as a team in a startup competition and 
used the prize money to build event wise. One of the challenges we 
faced was that there are no small companies here who could build 
web and mobile apps for startups. And this created a huge gap 
among potential entrepreneurs who wanted to move from idea to 
execution. So Qubicle was born. Today we build web and mobile 
apps for small companies as well as people who have an awesome 
idea that they want to realise but don’t have the technology team 
to work on it.- 

Customer profile 
Mufeed: Close to 90% of our customers are young Qataris who 
have their own business and are slowy pivoting online to sell or 
market their products. These include incubated startups as well as 
fashion entrepreneurs who own brick and mortar stores. They rely 
on us to tell their brand story. 

Favourite Qatar-based startup 
WASHNOW; it solves a real problem facing expats.

The biggest argument yet with my co-founder 
Aisha: Each of us is good in some domains but not all. The reason 
we stick together, and are stronger only as a team, is because our 
skills are complimentary. I lead the team on operations while 

THE STARTUP 
FAIRY

Qubicle is another veteran Qatari startup that 
has created a niche for itself in web and mobile 
app development as well as in online commerce 

solutions and digital marketing. Founded by Fawaz 
Mohammed, Mufeed Ahmed, Nasser Al Naama 
and Aisha Al Naama, they say it’s their passion 

for design and people that is at the core of their 
business. A company that initially started as 

a web-based events aggregator quickly 
learnt to capitalise on the very real need 

for this events to have a better presence online. 



50 > QATAR TODAY > MARCH 2016

THE NEW FACE 
OF QATARI STARTUPS

COVERSTORY

Nasser brings in the clients. Fawaz comes 
with an IT background and takes care of our 
Strategy and IT and Mufeed handles the 
clients and projects on a day-to-day basis. 
Despite our arguments, which are many, at the 
end of the day we give each other a chance to 
demonstrate our ideas and show others why 
the idea was worth arguing for. 

Startup culture 
Aisha: One BIG rule at Qubicle is that if we 
find a project interesting, we do it without 
looking too much at its financial feasibility. We 
built a couple of awesome things like SWEEP 
which is a fun way to delete duplicate pictures 
on your Android phone, as well as ETHRA, 
which helps you keep track of your habits, 
good and bad. We were invited recently by US 
State Department and Humanity United to a 
tech camp in Nepal due to an infotainment app 
we were building. Projects like these do not 
bring us money but the rule is if the project is 
fun, let’s do it! 

Most inspirational startup story 
Fawaz: We are most inspired by the startup 
stories that we see locally. Because all other 

stories are particular to a time or region; 
the tech infrastructure, the population, and 
other factors for success are different in each 
instance. But local startup stories are really 
inspiring and make you reflect on what could 
be achieved in such a small country with a 
small population. 

I’d like to have dinner with… 
Fawaz: We would love to have dinner with 
other founders who have startups or who have 
success/failure stories to share.  

I disagree with this popular 
entrepreneurial practice
Mufeed: Startups should be mentored by 
people who are entrepreneurs or who have 
worked for a couple of years in a startup. The 
current trend in Qatar is getting corporate 
employees to mentor startups. Professors 
who teach entrepreneurship and mentors 
who hold top-level jobs in corporations have 
the opposite results on a startup’s growth. 
In short, managers can’t manage startups. 
Only people who have startups and failed or 
succeeded in the past can. 
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E-COMMERCE UNDER THEIR WINGS
ShababFalcon is an online marketplace that enables you to buy, sell, barter or rent new and 

used products coupled with an easy delivery service. They offer merchants such as the ones 
you meet at an event like MIA or Katara Bazaar, a platform to sell their unique handmade, 

homemade or Made in Qatar products, apart from mainstream products. While the company 
started out as a fashion e-commerce platform, founders Mayouf Rouf, Mohamed Asif and 

Hamdi Shoukath soon pivoted and tried to bring small-scale, home-based entrepreneurs some 
much needed attention and a chance to tap into Qatar’s lucrative retail market. “We had a pretty 

amazing learning experience, where we kept on fine-tuning the product towards what the 
customer wanted and we are still on the journey,” says Rouf. 

The successful entrepreneur
Entrepreneurs are made of persistence, 
resilience, inspiration and hard work. 

The startup spark
In our conversations with local merchants 
we realised that they could only sell their 
products, a couple of times a year during 
winters or at designated fairs and meet-
ups. These merchants and others at the 
traditional souq had amazing products, 
but no perennial avenue to sell around 
the year. With ShababFalcon, we wanted 
to solve this problem while taking care of 
their delivery and payment issues with 
ease. ShababFalcon helps the end customer 
to discover great and unique products from 
our multinational and vibrant community. 

Customer profile
Anyone looking to sellor buy anything 
at all within Qatar, and wants the same 
home delivered. Buyers who are looking 

for handmade/homemade items that 
are used everyday. Also items of a lot of 
variety ranging from homemade candles, 
soaps, kids’ shoes, car window tints, mobile 
phones, plumbing equipment, cakes, 
cookies, cake decoration and homemade 
food. We offer a range of items on the 
website that support small businesses. 

Favourite Qatar-based startup
Zomato. Even though they are a billion 
dollar company and their HQ is not exactly 
Qatar based but their Qatar branch is an 
amazing example of many things that 
we admire in a startup. Right from their 
culture to how aggressive they are when 
it comes to localising for the market and 
revenue generation, all while maintaining 
the “start-up soul”.

The favourite thing in my office/desk
A psychedelic eagle painting.

Startup culture
We have 'WTF Saturdays' sessions during 
which we discuss how we did last week vs. 
what’s coming up next week.  Also, we don’t 
wear formal clothes, ever. 

Most inspirational startup story
That’s definitely got to be the Airbnb 
story. It’s a true inspiration to see how 
persistence trumps everything and helps 
the world see your vision about your 
product. 

I’d like to have dinner with…
Paul Graham of Y-Combinator. We are a big 
fan of his essays on start-ups and there are 
tons of questions we have for him. 

I disagree with this popular 
entrepreneurial advice
Every idea has to be “disruptive” and 
“scalable” from the early stage onwards.
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MAKING AN OFFER 
YOU CAN’T REFUSE

Urban Point aims at serving as an everyday life companion for Qatar residents, and as an 
exposure platform for small businesses in Qatar. “Our mobile app provides offers from local 

businesses ranging from beauty salons, restaurants, art studios, health clinics and many 
other types of service-oriented businesses,” say founders Saif Qazi and Susanna Ingalls.  

The successful entrepreneur
Almost 90% of startups fail, so success 
is really down to a combination of hard 
work, passion and lots and lots of luck 
and providence. Many people enjoy the 
security and comfort of their jobs, and 
will choose to work in different corporate 
structures throughout their life, even 
if that makes them unhappy. They 
sacrifice their happiness in exchange for 
(delusional) certainty. An entrepreneur 
should not be afraid to choose uncertainty 
over unhappiness. Uncertainty excites 
them, and they are not daunted by the 
idea failing. One of our favourite quotes 
is: “A reasonable man adapts himself to 
the world, but the unreasonable tries to 
adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all 
progress depends on the unreasonable 
man.” Be unreasonable.

The startup spark
Our story is perhaps much different than 
most Qatar-based startups. Our idea was 
sparked when we met during our MBA 
studies at the Mannheim Business School 
in Germany. The motivation behind the 
idea was to address the issues of under-
exposure and low resource utilisation 
amongst small businesses. Many small 
businesses pay a fortune to Groupon-
type daily deal websites to drive new 
customers to their business. We wanted 
to deliver them better and more targeted 
traffic for free of charge, and this vision 
got us working towards an idea that would 
address that.

We got special permission from 
programme management to pursue and 
develop a solution as part of our MBA 
master project, and after months of 

research and deliberation, our idea was 
formed. Upon graduation, we both moved 
to Frankfurt and continued working on our 
idea and started pitching to anyone willing 
to listen. A few months later, we raised 
investment and moved to Qatar, despite 
the fact that none of us had ever lived or 
even visited Qatar. 

However, we knew that Qatar was a fast 
growing market, with lots of governmental 
support for entrepreneurial initiatives. 
Since Qatar is a small country with all the 
elements of an effective eco-system, we 
wanted to introduce something innovative, 
iterate as necessary, and then take our 
product to other markets in the region. 

Customer profile
Our customers include businesses and 
consumers. We work with service-based 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES
We are three partners, plus an investor. 
Most of our team is based on outsourced 
freelancers and in-house interns who we 
recruit from European business schools. 
The average age of our company is 26.
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businesses, and target three consumer 
segments – professional expats, youth and 
housewives.

Favourite Qatar-based startup
Saif: Fi-tech, for its innovative free WiFi 
based marketing concept
Susanna: Meddy, because everyone needs 
doctor reviews and recommendations in 
this market.

The biggest argument yet with my  
co-founder 
Most arguments happen when Susanna is 
driving and Saif is in the passenger seat. 
Her driving skills don’t exactly bust the 
stereotypes about female drivers. 
Susanna is not present as Saif types this, 
but her nine traffic tickets and three 
accidents in the last 12 months prove that 
Saif has a point.  

The favourite thing about my office
Since we are incubated at the Digital 
Incubation Center, the opportunity to 
share office space with a number of other 
entrepreneurs is quite beneficial and fun. 
Also, the view from the office is pretty nice, 
and there’s a skateboard in the office which 
is handy whenever we need a break from 
the computer.

Startup culture
We force all new hires to jump off 
a dhow boat. 

My first entrepreneurial experience
Susanna: Lemonade stand. 
Saif: Selling posters of sports stars.

Favorite class in college
Susanna: British poetry. 
Saif: Geopolitics.

I disagree with this popular 
entrepreneurial advice
Don’t waste your time writing a business 
plan. A business plan is nothing but a 
flawed and delusional crystal ball that 
aims to predict the next 3-5 years. Instead, 
focus on developing your minimum viable 
product to test your assumptions and 
gather valuable customer feedback, and use 
that as a basis to move forward. 

Monetising and more
The short answer is that we charge 
consumers to access the offers in our app. 
However, we are in the final stages of a 
really exciting partnership agreement 
with a corporate giant, which would make 
our monetisation drastically different and 
disruptive in our market space. We hope to 
announce this partnership by early April 
with the launch of our Android app. 

A FAMILY DOCTOR
AWAY FROM HOME

Meddy is a platform to help people find the best doctors based on patient reviews 
and credentials. “We provide doctor profiles with their background information, 

testimonials from real patients and clinics locations to help people make an 
informed health decision. For doctors, we help them find new patients cost-

effectively,” say founders Haris Aghadi and Abdulla Al Khenji who conceived the 
idea in a classroom at Carnegie Mellon University in Qatar. Haris still remembers 
the course where he had to come up with an idea for a business, talk to potential 

customers to get feedback and improve the idea – and today Meddy has gone on to 
win startup competitions and eventually incubation opportunities.
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The successful entrepreneur 
I think there are three traits needed to be 
a successful entrepreneur. 

1  A person who can hustle! He/she 
will always find a way to make it work, 
regardless of how hard or impossible it is. 
They always find a way to get things done. 

2   Have the courage to challenge the 
status quo, to do something out of the 
norm. Not take no for an answer and 
believe there is always a better way of 
doing things.  
3  Be laser-focused. As an entrepreneur 

there will be a million things that will 
need your attention. One can only do so 
much. One needs to be extremely laser-
focused to get things done in time.  

The startup spark
We initially had a totally different 
idea — something like LinkedIn for 
doctors. But after talking to a few doctors 
and clinics it was clear it wouldn’t work, 
because doctors are too busy treating 
patients. So we tried to do something 
from the patient side.  

We talked to a lot of people in Qatar 
and asked them to share their issues with 
healthcare and doctors in the country. 
Finding a good doctor was something 
pretty much everyone said they struggled 
with. Everyone relied on his or her 
friends and family to find a doctor. But 
the problem was Qatar also has a high 
turnover of doctors, so chances are your 
favourite doctor will leave the country 
after 12 months. Moreover, Qatar has a 
growing number of new expats coming 
to the country who don’t have so many 
friends and family to rely on. So they go 
through a trial and error process to find a 
good doctor. 

 You can imagine how tedious and 
inconvenient the process is. So we 
decided to create an online platform 
where people can conveniently find all 
the information about a doctor ,including 
patient reviews, to help decide which 
doctor to go to. 

Customer profile 
We are a marketplace product with two 
different customers. From the patient 
side, our most frequent user on the 
website is a female expat, aged 27–35, 
with kids. She’s usually looking for a 

good pediatrician for her kids and a 
gynecologist for herself. For clinics side, 
it’s small private clinics with less than five 
doctors trying to build their patient base.  

Favourite Qatar-based startup 
Probably WASHNOW. It’s a laundry 
on-demand startup that picks up your 
dirty clothes, cleans them and delivers 
them back to you within 48 hours; all by 
tapping one button on your iPhone. It’s 
extremely convenient and affordable.  

The biggest argument yet with my 
co-founder 
Oh boy! We tend to have lot of arguments 
and we love them! Hard to say a big one 
since we argue a lot. Off the top of my 
head would be a recent one, when my 
co-founder wanted to make a change to 
the product that would have made a huge 
change to our distribution strategy and 
I didn’t like it. But at the same time it 
was very important to make that change 
from an engineering point of view. We 
argued for days and finally found a middle 
ground. 
 
When I was 10 years old 
I was busy playing football in the 
streets and planning my new strategy 
to convince my parents to buy that new 
Pentium 3 computer.  

Most inspirational startup story 
Gotta be Airbnb! Love how the founders 
hustled for such a long time and never 
gave up. 

 Favourite class in college 
Tech Startup Launchpad. The only 
class where the professor didn’t treat 
us like students and didn’t cut us any 
slack. The only class where we validated 
all our assumptions by talking to real 
customers outside of the university! Very 
exhilarating and challenging. Best way to 
get people out of their comfort zone.  

 I’d like to have dinner with… 
Elon Musk. Because I strongly believe 
he’s from the future! Like for real. Who 
doesn’t want to have dinner with a person 
from the future? He’s a true visionary 
who challenges the status quo and won’t 
give up in the face of adversity. He will 

certainly push the human race forward. 

 I disagree with this popular 
entrepreneurial advice 
The clichè advice of writing a business 
plan as soon as you have an idea. Writing 
a business plan that early is most 
probably the worst use of your time. I’d 
rather suggest using the business model 
canvas instead and spend as much time 
talking to customers at that point. IAt 
that stage you should focus on validating 
your assumptions by talking to customers 
in person. Not using those stupid market 
research surveys and asking your friends 
to fill it on Facebook.  

Monetising and more 
We monetise through two ways. One is 
by allowing doctors to have premium 
profiles where they can add additional 
information about themselves to help 
make their profile stand out from the 
others. This helps drive lot of traffic 
to their profiles. Moreover, we allow 
premium profile doctors to accept 
booking requests from patients. The 
other way is we allow clinics to do banner 
ads by targeting to a particular specialty. 
For instance, a dental centre can buy a 
banner spot on dental listing for an ad 
saying “50% off on teeth whitening”. 
The ad is very targeted and only shown 
when people visit the dental listing, 
making it more likely to be clicked 
on and give clinics a higher return on 
their investment, as compared to other 
websites and newspapers.  

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES
We are two co-founders along with two 
interns. The average age is 22.5. 
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What makes a successful 
entrepreneur?
The person that can make the 
startup successful should be 
patient and visionary. Moreover, 
he should be attentive to details 
and knows how to distribute 
and manage complex and 
unpredictable tasks. 

The startup spark
Living in France for many 
years, we saw the importance 
of online websites in everyday 
tasks (shopping, health, events, 
news...). We visited many 
foreign countries but were 
especially impressed by the 
development in Singapore. 
Even if you don’t know the 
country, you can get whatever 
you want online such as goods, 
deals, discounts. Coming to 
Qatar, we were disappointed 
that, given the development of 
the country and the presence 
of the internet in each home, 
there still is a lack of mobile and 
online applications especially 
in e-commerce. So as engineers 
and researchers, we wanted to 
be active in this field, to provide 
platforms where tourists and 
residents can discover and buy 
their products online directly 
from the local suppliers.

Favourite Qatar-based 
startup 
We were impressed by Ozone 

Studios startup which is 
incubated in ictQatar. They aim 
at enriching the Arabic content 
for kids through creative 
videos.

Biggest argument with your 
co-founder 
We have been arguing about 
changing the website name. 
Our choice was first based on 
the fact that we propose deals 
and products. We think about 
changing it, but some of our 
co-founders wants to prioritise 
other tasks, so let’s see in the 
future if we are all convinced to 
change it.

Your favourite thing in your 
office/desk?
Our board, and my laptop. 
The board is the place where 
we write and schedule our 
propositions, tasks and 
achievements. My laptop is my 
primordial tool as a computer 
science engineer. 

One crazy rule that is part of 
your startup culture? 
As our startup is located in 
ictQatar, near the Corniche, 
we plan to practice sports on 
Saturday morning wearing 
Qatarbestdeals.com T-shirts. 
We believe that this is a good 
opportunity to widen our 
relation with the team, to adopt 
a healthy life. It allows people 

also to be in direct contact with 
our team and know more about 
us. 

The day job
I am not a full time employee 
in the company. In fact, I am a 
research scientist in computer 
science. I work on research 
projects related to computer 
networks, vehicular networks, 
cloud computing and security 
and privacy issues.  

Inspirational startup story
When you hear that the Apple 
co-founder sold his 10% 
ownership in Apple for $800 
and its current value is about 
$35 billion.

Favourite class in college?
Sports; and I still enjoy playing 
a basketball or football match 
with my friends.

Who would you most like to 
have dinner with?
I would like to have dinner with 
homeless people, as I really 
want to see their happiness 
when I give them food that I 
cooked for them. 

Monetising and more
Although it is a newly launched 
website, Qatarbestdeals.com 
has realised more that QR 
1 million sales in less than 
one year. In addition to sales 
revenues, we are planning to 
monetise this business using 
paid advertisement, funds, or 
through investors. 

SHOPPING ON THE WEB
Qatarbestdeals.com is a local e-commerce platform (web and soon mobile applications) 
in Qatar that provides a wide collection of products online. The three founders, Aiman 

Erhad, Wassim Drira and Mariem Jabloun say that using the applications, customers can 
discover products available in the Qatari market buy them and get them delivered in just 

a few hours. “In our startup, we believe that the embryonic technologies have changed 
our mind and life. That’s why we try to connect retailers and suppliers in Qatar easily to 

these new technologies in just a few days. In this first year of our startup life, through 
our prices, our service and local/international warranties, we were able to gain back 

many customers in Qatar who were shopping from foreign online websites, which is a big 
achievement for both us and our partners,” says Mariem Jabloun.  

NUMBER OF EMPLOYERS 
10 employees: 2 part-time co-founders, 
1 full-time co-founder, 4 full-time 
employees and 3 interns. 

Compiled by Ayswarya Murthy
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IN AN EVER-CHANGING JOB MARKET, IT IS 
ESSENTIAL TO YOUR COMPANY’S GROWTH 

AND SUCCESS TO NOT ONLY HIRE TOP TALENT, 
BUT ALSO RETAIN YOUR BEST EMPLOYEES AND 

CULTIVATE THEIR SKILLS. 

LOW-COST 
TRAINING IN 

2016

A
ccording to the Bayt.com Career 
Development in the Middle East 
survey, career development is 
important to 85% of professionals 
in the Middle East region, and 
the great majority (82%) would 

leave their current company for better 
training opportunities. Fortunately, there 
are many ways you can ensure that you are 
providing your employees with satisfying 
and effective training, while keeping costs 
to a minimum. In this article, the experts at 
Bayt.com, the Middle East’s leading job site, 
describe six ways to do that: 

MENTORSHIP PROGRAMMES

Mentorship, which is the most basic and 
most used training method includes pairing 
up employees who can learn from each 
other and can hold one another accountable 
for success. Junior employees can gain 
knowledge by shadowing more senior 
employees in the company, while senior 
employees can get unbiased feedback and 
new perspectives from fresh graduates and 
other junior-level employees. By allowing 
employees to train each other, not only 
are you nurturing learning within the 

company, but are also promoting teamwork 
and camaraderie among employees, which 
will eventually reflect positively on your 
company. Six in 10 respondents in the 
Bayt.com Career Development in the 
Middle East survey believe that there are 
opportunities to cross-train and learn new 
skills in their company.

JOB ROTATION

Job rotation is one of the most effective 
training methods. It widens employee 
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ABOUT BAYT.COM

Bayt.com is the #1 job site in the Middle 
East with more than 40,000 employers 
and over 23,500,000 registered job 
seekers from across the Middle East, North 
Africa and the globe, representing all 
industries, nationalities and career levels. 
Post a job or find jobs on www.bayt.com 
today and access the leading resource for 
job seekers and employers in the region.

exposure and allows them to gain a more 
complete understanding of the company 
and how it is run. Give your employees 
new roles and responsibilities, have them 
shadow someone else for a few days, then 
put them up to the challenge to perform 
the job themselves. Job rotation helps your 
employees overcome boredom; it keeps 
them motivated and encourages learning and 
interaction among different departments 
and individuals. By rotating your employees 
frequently, you can ensure that they are 
continuously learning and are constantly 
challenged to achieve more. 

ONLINE COURSES

There are entire databases of paid, and free-
of-charge courses that employees can take 
online. With so many options to choose from, 
employees can pick the method which best 
suits them. Bayt.com courses, for example, 
are tailored to a wide cross-section of 
professionals within an organisation. These 
courses aim at providing professionals with 
the tools and techniques to improve their 
efficiency and that of their organization. 
While the courses cover a broad range of topics 
– including customer service, sales leadership 
and public speaking – the interactive material 
is designed to enrich employees with cutting-
edge and relevant information to guide them 
in their lines of work.

TRAINERS FROM WITHIN THE COMPANY

Every company has star employees. That 
person who not only can do their job well, 
but also has great communication skills 
and is knowledgeable, patient, and liked by 
everyone. So why not utilize the talent you 
already have to everyone’s benefit? Send your 
top employees to conferences, seminars and 
courses, and then allow them to use that newly-
acquired knowledge to train their colleagues 
in the form of lectures, presentations or 
group discussions. According to the Bayt.
com Career Development in the Middle 
East survey, 40% of respondents believe that 
company training by internal teams is the 
most effective training method.

GAMES

Are you looking for ways to enrich your 
employee’s soft skills, such as their teamwork 
skills, creative thinking and innovation, 
communication or even leadership skills? 
Try introducing these skills in the form of 
office games and challenges. Split employees 

into groups, and then give them challenges 
to complete, with the promise of a reward 
to the winning team. The challenges can 
be anything from presenting business case 
studies to playing games that require critical 
thinking. The increased popularity and usage 
of gaming techniques can be attributed to 
the spirit of competition; it not only makes 
learning more enjoyable, but also increases 
retention. 

GUEST SPEAKERS

Every month at Bayt.com we invite experts 
and business leaders to speak on various 
topics as part of a monthly brown bag session. 
Topics presented range from personal 
development to skill development and 
more. Guest speakers provide an important 
perspective on your field of work, and such 
sessions are good public relations both for 
the speakers and for your company. So if you 
know a captivating, dynamic speaker who 
would inspire employees and make their 
work easier and more interesting to do, then 
by all means, extend an invitation. This type 
of guest can be of great service to the students 
by providing an additional way to consider 
the primary topic and its central principles 
and issues. For example, having a charismatic 
conductor speak about conveying emotion in 
music would help enrich students’ thinking 
in a class on emotions; an influential gallery 
curator speaking about the portrayal of 
depression in art could facilitate students’ 
development beyond the boundaries of 
their discipline. The Bayt.com Career 
Development in the Middle East survey 
shows that training by external professional 
trainers was identified as the most preferred 
method of training for 47% of respondents.

Of course, organisations differ, and so do 
their needs. The best approach would be to 
use more than one method and see how each 
method works. Customise the training plan 
according to your needs, and remember that 
your employees have needs too. According 
to the Bayt.com Career Development in 
the Middle East survey, 31% of professional 
respondents said they are very dissatisfied 
with their supervisor’s efforts to identify 
their strengths and weaknesses, and 29% 
are extremely unhappy with the quality of 
orientation and training they receive. We 
encourage you to sit with your employees and 
discuss what they are looking for. Set goals 
and schedules, and be sure that everyone 
communicates openly and freely, and give 
continuous feedback to help employees 
understand what they need to improve, and 
how they can reach their goals 
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M
aking profits has been the 
hallmark of Qatar’s banks 
which were awash with 
adequate liquidity for many 
years. They were involved in 
funding mega projects, played 

an active role in developing retail banking 
by sanctioning vehicle and personal loans 
to thousands of expats who came to the 
country in droves besides supporting the 
small and medium-sized enterprises in the 
country to the hilt.

These banks were probably first among 
their peers in the world to have met the 
Basel III stipulations, which will come into 
effect in 2019, as they maintained adequate 
capital and liquidity in view of their healthy 
growth over the years. 

Challenges ahead
A glance at the latest annual statements 
of the majority of these banks shows that 

liquidity is going to be the biggest challenge 
for them if oil prices do not recover in the 
next couple of years and they need to take 
remedial measures so that they do not lag 
behind when the Basel III norms come into 
force. 

According to the financial statements, the 
net profits of Qatar International Islamic 
Bank (QIIB) and Commercial Bank of 
Qatar have dropped in 2015 compared with 
the previous year. While QIIB’s net profit in 
2015 was QR784.2 million compared with 
QR825.8 million in 2014, the corresponding 
figures for Commercial Bank were QR1.45 
billion and QR1.6 billion, respectively (see 
chart 1).

Commercial Bank’s Vice Chairman and 
Managing Director Hussain Al Fardan 
says that the financial results for 2015 
were affected by slowing economic growth 
in the markets in addition to higher than 
average provisioning taken by the bank’s 

QATAR’S BANKS FACING
ECONOMIC HEADWINDS
QATAR BANKS ARE CAUGHT 
IN THE CROSSHAIRS OF 
WEAK OIL PRICES AT THE 
MOMENT. UNTIL A YEAR AGO, 
THEY WERE UNSTOPPABLE – 
POSTING PROFITS, FUNDING 
PROJECTS, ACQURING BANKS 
ABROAD – BUT DIPPING OIL 
PRICES HAVE BEEN PINCHING 
THEM IN RECENT TIMES. 
QATAR TODAY  TAKES A PEEK 
AT THEM AND THEIR FUTURE 
COURSE OF ACTION.

BY V L SRINIVASAN
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UAE associate. “The fundamentals of our 
business, however, remain strong and our 
strategy firm: to continue to build upon 
our 40-year heritage, further developing a 
financial institution designed to meet our 
customers’ changing needs,” he adds.

A recent report by KPMG in Qatar 
revealed that combined net profitability of 
listed banks increased by 4% from the year 
ended December 31, 2014, as compared with 
the 13% and 8% growth rates for the prior 
two years. The collective asset base of all 
banks has increased by 11% (up by QR110.1 
billion) from December 31, 2014, which 
is primarily due to the increase in lending 
portfolios by QR105.6 billion (16.3%), 
although at a lower level than in previous 
years. This was predominantly due to a 
gradual acceleration of infrastructure 
projects as Qatar gets closer to 2022, with 
growth predominantly from the market 
and specifically in the corporate sector. 
Government and government-related 
entities still account for a significant 
portion of the assets of listed banks at 
around 32%, slightly down from the 35% 
last year. 

Whilst deposits grew at 11.2% (up by 
QR74.7 billion), the ‘due to banks’ balances 
had a growth of 28.3% (up by QR22.9 
billion) as banks looked to diversify their 
funding base during the same period. The 

government and government-related 
contribution to the deposit base of listed 
banks actually declined by 4% from the 
prior year as a result of the economic 
conditions impacting Qatar and the wider 
region, which also contributed to the 
tightening liquidity in the local market, the 
KPMG report says.

Modest results
Partner at KPMG in Qatar and Head of 
Financial Services for the Middle East and 
South Asia Omar Mahmood points out 
that listed banks in Qatar have delivered 
a modest set of results for the year ended 
December 31, 2015 compared with the prior 
year due to challenging market conditions.

“It’s undoubtable that the decline in oil 
prices has had a significant impact across 
most sectors in Qatar and banks have of 
course been affected. However, as well 
as oil prices, there are a number of other 
issues impacting the industry including 
geo-political uncertainty, government 
cost-reduction measures and increasing 
competition, all of which have contributed 
to one of the lowest overall profit growth 
rates in recent years for listed banks in 
Qatar.”  

According to him, the reasons for this 
include margin compression of costs of 
funds which have come under pressure as 

“The expansion of 
operations of Qatar-based 
banks internationally is in 
itself an indication of the 
increasing strength and 
confidence of these banks 
to compete with other 
banks in the international 
arena.” 

HE SHEIKH ABDULLA BIN 
SAOUD AL THANI 
Governor
Qatar Central Bank

“We think banks 
will manage their 
funding profiles more 
conservatively, which 
should translate into lower 
growth. We also expect 
credit losses will increase 
given the economic 
slowdown and the pressure 
we expect in some sectors, 
such as contracting.”
FEVZI TIMUCIN ENGIN 
Director, Financial Institution Ratings - CEEMEA
Standard & Poor’s
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banks have been forced to look at market 
and bank funding, given the fact that the 
lower cost government deposits are harder 
to come by as a result of the lower oil prices; 
impairment in increased investment as 
market sentiment has been reflected in 
equity prices as the local and regional stock 
markets have seen a downward trend; 
tightening liquidity which has come under 
significant strain in 2015; and impairment 
charges on loans and advances which have 
decreased by 21% year on year. “Without 
this reduced impairment charge, the overall 
profits of listed banks in Qatar would have 
declined year on year,” he says.

Market sentiment also appears to be 
correlated with the fundamentals, as the 
share prices for all but one listed bank 
exhibited a downward trend in line with 
the overall stock market. It is also of note 
that the share price of the five conventional 
listed banks has on average declined by 
a far higher percentage (20.6% decline) 

when compared to their three Islamic 
counterparts (8.6% decline) – a possible 
reflection of the greater market optimism 
in the Islamic banking sector.

Mahmood explains that despite slower 
growth in 2015, the country can remain 
optimistic: “Despite concerns over the 
global economy, lower oil prices, and 
continued regional unrest, Qatar’s economy 
remains robust, backed by the country’s 
strong reserves and the government’s 
commitment to planned non-hydrocarbon 
projects, as well as a robust regulatory 
regime, all of which we expect to have a 
positive impact on the banking sector 
in the medium to longterm.” The banks 
will continue to explore international 
expansion opportunities in the region 
and outside to help achieve their strategic 
growth plans, particularly given the 
constraints noted above, and tap into the 
increasing number of trade corridors to and 
from the region.  “We expect there to be a 
continued trend to raise additional longer-
term funding and capital, as higher Basel 
III capital adequacy requirements come 
into force in a phased manner and banks 
look to exceed the minimum requirements 
to fund expansion plans,” adds Mahmood.

Qatar Central Bank (QCB) Governor 
HE Sheikh Abdulla bin Saoud Al Thani 
said that the global expansion of Qatar’s 
banks is in itself an indication of the 
increasing strength and confidence of 
these banks to compete with other banks 
in the international arena. In an interview 
with The Business Year, he said that QCB 
was ensuring that the expansion should be 

“It’s undoubtable that the 
decline in oil prices has 
had a significant impact 
across most sectors in 
Qatar and banks have 

of course been affected. 
However, as well as oil 

prices, there are a number 
of other issues impacting 

the industry including 
geo-political uncertainty, 

government cost-reduction 
measures and increasing 
competition, all of which 
have contributed to one 

of the lowest overall profit 
growth rates in recent years 

for listed banks in Qatar.”  
OMAR MAHMOOD

Partner and Head of Financial Services, Middle 
East and South Asia 

KPMG, Qatar
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prudential. Limits have been fixed on the 
foreign currency gap. The ratio of foreign 
currency asset to foreign currency liability 
of each bank should be at a minimum of 
100%. This means that short positions 
are not allowed, but long are allowed. 
“More importantly, QCB has been in the 
forefront in implementation of Basel III 
requirements. The capital adequacy is being 
monitored at both solo and consolidated 
levels. The strength of the banks is also 
reflected in their ability to meet Basel 
III requirements with excess capital 
buffers and low levels of NPLs despite the 
persistence of low oil prices,” he added.

He has a point to score as Qatar National 
Bank announced last December purchase 
of National Bank of Greece’s stake (99.8%) 
in its Turkish unit Finansbank for $2.95 
billion (QR10.74 billion). The bank will 
finance the purchase with its own funds 
and will remain strongly capitalised after 
the acquisition. 

“This transaction is a significant 
milestone in QNB’s vision to becoming a 
Middle East and Africa icon by 2017 and a 
leading global bank by 2030,” said Group 
Chief Executive Officer Ali Ahmed Al 
Kuwari.

Tight liquidity
In its report “Qatari Banks’ Profitability To 

Wane In 2016,” Standard & Poor’s Ratings 
Services said that Qatar’s banks were likely 
to face tightening liquidity, slackening 
credit growth and weakening profitability 
during 2016. Although the drop in 
hydrocarbon prices and the government’s 
streamlining of its public investment 
programme are putting the brakes on the 
domestic economy, banks’ asset quality 
held generally steady while credit growth 
remained resilient on the back of strong 
private sector activity in 2015, the report 
said.

Director, Financial Institution Ratings 
– CEEMEA at Standard & Poor’s Timucin 
Engin says that the operating conditions for 
Qatari banks will toughen this year, denting 
their profitability. The Qatari public sector 
withdrew some of its deposits from the 
domestic banking system in the process in 
2015 and the agency expects more of the 
same in 2016 and foresees a further squeeze 
on banks’ liquidity. Further trimming of 
government spending will likely reduce 
private-sector lending opportunities. 

“We think banks will manage their 
funding profiles more conservatively, 
which should translate into lower growth. 
We also expect credit losses will increase 
given the economic slowdown and the 
pressure we expect in some sectors, such as 
contracting,” adds Engin.
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“With Iran looking for 
external funding to take 
up infrastructure projects 
worth billions of dollars, 
Qatar’s banks could explore 
the possibility of project 
funding in and trade finance 
with Iran.” 
ANDREAS SCHWEITZER 
Co-founder and Vice Chairman 
Acquarossa Terme SA
Switzerland
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Iran’s market
With local markets already saturated and 
not presenting much opportunity, banks 
in the Middle East including those in Qatar 
are, due to geographic proximity,  looking at 
Iran, which is planning to take up projects 
worth $200 billion in the coming months 
after all sanctions are lifted by the US and 
other countries. While Qatar National 
Bank already has a representative office 
in Iran, Emirates NBD, Dubai’s largest 
lender, is in talks with prospective clients in 
that country and seeking legal opinion on 
entering the Persian Gulf state.

“Qatar’s banks should consider to 
explore the Iranian market as the Western 
powers have lifted sanctions after both 
sides reached a nuclear deal in July last 
year,” says Andreas Schweitzer, an active 
investor in Iran since 2009. Schweitzer, 
who serves on the board of directors of 
various Iran-focussed investment and 
advisory companies, in particular Arjan 
Capital Ltd, says that this was because 
the European Union (EU) banks are still 
hesitant to do business with Iran as only 
the EU and the United Nations have lifted 
sanctions while the so-called secondary 
American sanctions continued against 
Iran for violation of human rights and also 
for aiding and abetting terrorism. “With 
Iran looking for external funding to take 
up infrastructure projects worth billions 
of dollars, Qatar’s banks could explore the 
possibility of project funding in and trade 
finance with Iran,” says Schweitzer.  

Besides social infrastructure, Iran is also 
looking for foreign investors investing their 
money for upgrading the technology in its 
oil and gas industry, the energy sector and, 

much needed, hospitality, adds Schweitzer.
Expressing similar opinion, Senior 

Partner with Dubai-based Arjan Capital 
and investment banker Nicholas Masoud 
Gilani says that not only Qatari banks, but 
also, all regional banks in MENA and India 
should explore entering the highly lucrative 
Iranian banking market. 

“By entering the virgin Iranian markets 
(as far as foreign banks are concerned), 
Qatari banks would be able to tap into a 
geographical area, close to their home 
fronts, which is unexplored and ripe for 
potentially significant returns. And that 
area is Iran,” he says.

The potential sectors in Iran which 
the Qatar’s banks can explore include 
trade finance, corporate lending, project 
finance (extremely profitable especially 
in sectors such as hospitality, energy and 
petrochemicals and office buildings), debt 
capital markets, equity capital markets 
(listing of Iranian corporates on non-
Iran exchanges) and wealth management 
targeting the Iranian diaspora, says Gilani.

However, the banking sector in Iran 
suffers from two main challenges like non-
performing loans (NPLs) and inadequate 
capital as many Iranian banks are not Basel 
II and Basel III-compliant. 

The Tier 1 capital of many Iranian banks 
is weak. “Foreign banks, those that are 
well capitalised, could enter the Iranian 
market either through joint ventures or 
enter independently  through the mainland 
or through the Kish Island Free Zone. The 
Kish Island Free Zone affords foreign banks 
the choice of engaging in conventional 
banking where they do not have to operate 
under the Islamic sharia,” explains Gilani. 

“By entering the virgin 
Iranian markets (as far 
as foreign banks are 
concerned), Qatari banks 
would be able to tap into 
a geographical area, close 
to their home fronts, which 
is unexplored and ripe 
for potentially significant 
returns. And that area is 
Iran.” 
NICHOLAS MASOUD GILANI
Senior Partner 
Arjan Capital
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WHEN THE 
STARS 

DESCENDED
THE 13TH EDITION OF DOHA JEWELLERY & WATCHES 

EXHIBITION 2016 SHONE A SPOTLIGHT ON THE WORLD 
OF LUXURY, A SECTOR THAT IS THE LEAST FAZED BY 

ECONOMIC DOWNTURNS.
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This year, the much-awaited version of the Doha 
Jewellery and Watches Exhibition (DJWE) had 
one major change: the venue. Held at the newly 
opened Doha Exhibition and Convention Center 

in West Bay, the 13th edition of the DJWE was held under the 
patronage of HE the Prime Minister and Interior Minister, 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa Al Thani, and was 
inaugurated by HE the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 
of State for Cabinet Affairs, Ahmed bin Abdullah Al Mahmoud 
following a glittering VIP reception on February 22.

Organized by Qatar Tourism Authority (QTA) and delivered 
by Elan Group and Fira Barcelona, DJWE 2016 was declared  
the largest ever edition of the leading jewellery and watch 
exhibition. While the crowd who visited the DJWE seemed 
to have diminished from last year reflecting the caution in 
the atmosphere fearing setbacks from oil price decline on 
the country’s economy, the business generated around the 
exhibition defied all such justifications.  

DJWE 2016 welcomed more than 500 brands of the world’s 
most sought-after and finely crafted jewels and watches giving 
visitors the unique opportunity to enjoy spectacular one-offs, 
new models of watches, and works of art in precious metals 
and gems, many of which were created especially for the Doha 
luxury affair. 

“The Doha Jewellery and Watches Exhibition has enjoyed 
a superb week, during which visitor response has been 
overwhelmingly positive,” said Ahmed Al Mulla, Chief 
Operations Officer of Elan Entertainment. “Everyone involved 
has worked hard to make this edition of DJWE the best ever, 
and we are delighted with the result.”

In addition, DJWE 2016 saw the introduction of new 
activities: workshops for enthusiasts and designers to see 
experts at work, and a number of information seminars 
on jewellery and watches. Innovative Swiss watchmakers 

Cabestan outlined the unique chain-driven system underlying 
their elite exclusive range, while New York-based jewellery 
house David Webb spoke about the timeless modernity of the 
founder’s enduringly desirable designs. 

 Uniquely among the world’s jewellery trade shows, the 
DJWE permits exhibitors to sell directly to visitors. The 
prestigious International Gemological Institute (IGI) 
attended DJWE 2016 for the first time, as the world’s largest 
independent gem certification and appraisal institute for 
diamonds, coloured gemstones and jewellery. The IGI brought 
Doha’s first ever mobile diamond jewellery testing laboratory, 
to provide potential buyers with on-the-spot, world-respected 
accreditation of the quality of each and every gem exhibited. 

TAG Heuer took the opportunity at DJWE 2016 to unveil 
a completely new watch, Connected, with three digital watch 
dials (known as faces) reproducing the appearance and function 
of a traditional dial from TAG Heuer’s Carrera collection. 
Celebrated jewellers also unveiled new, one-off pieces with 
fascinating stories behind the stunning appearance. Tahitian 
pearl jeweller Robert Wan revealed a black pearl collar forty 
years in the making, on show for the first time at DJWE 2016, 
while renowned jeweller Moussaieff brought a rare colour-
changing necklace of pink and purple sapphires and London-
based Glenn Spiro a beryl necklace containing a stone gifted in 
the 1920s by a Romanov exiled in Paris.

 Each jewel exhibited at DJWE was evaluated before arrival 
for size, clarity and quality, and the exhibition standards 
allowed entry to only the world’s most precious metals: 
platinum; palladium; pure and sterling silver; and white, 
yellow, and rose gold. With new, more stringent selection 
criteria in place, and an abundance of rare and one-off 
creations, this year’s showcase for the world’s loveliest gems 
has reaffirmed Doha’s eminence among locations renowned 
for luxury.
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DOHA JEWELLERY & WATCH EXHIBITION

London jeweller David Morris was established over 50 years ago and stayed true 
to its origins of creating fine jewellery with a creative design utilising only the 
finest, most valuable gemstones in a glorious array of colours. Like Graff, David 

Morris too boasts years of association with Doha and the DWJE. But unlike other 
luxury houses, David Morris has started feeling the heat of the downturn. 

In fact, if the other houses haven’t felt that heat, they are not telling the truth, 
according to the second-generation jeweller and owner of David Morris, Jeremy 
Morris.

“If luxury houses have told you that the luxury business is not affected, then they 
are lying,” says Morris.  “I know for a fact that all of them are realigning their business 
strategy in this new climate of uncertainty. Business is changing. Due to the global 
downturn big businesses have been affected. People are still buying but they are 
buying different things.”

And keeping in mind this new trend, David Morris has realigned its strategy to make 
more affordable jewellery.

“The crisis might pan out by the end of the year. We have had massive downturns 
and that’s a norm. This is also a good time for expansion. We are opening a new shop in 
Paris and also at The Pearl-Qatar in Doha,” says Morris.

Fusion of the classics is what David Morris has been concentrating on this year. 
“David Morris has been focusing on reworking the look of the classics to make them 

more affordable to the masses and to broaden our customer base from newlyweds to 
businesspeople.”

“My target clients are mostly based in the East and Russia,” he says.  “I want to be in 
areas where we are popular and accepted. The US is not our area of focus.”

Morris feels that the DJWE has grown to be one of the most important exhibitions 
in the world and that many wealthy Qataris come to the exhibition to buy anything 
between  between $5000 to $5million.

DAVID MORRIS

CHANGE IN 
STRATEGY

JEREMY MORRIS
OWNER, DAVID MORRIS

MOUAWAD

CLASSIC LINES
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Mouawad, which has always showcased one “wow” jewel every year, has been low-key this 
year with no celebrities lining its stall. But business has been as usual, with an exclusive 
private room available at the Mouawad booth for the complete comfort and privacy of 

their customers. This year, Mouawad showcased an array of products meticulously designed and 
crafted by the brand’s skilled team of experts. These included one-of-a-kind masterpieces and 
high jewellery handcrafted with the finest, most unique diamonds and coloured gemstones. Also 
on display were Mouawad’s boutique collections of iconic and glamorous jewellery crafted from 
18K gold, and platinum and set with diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires and other coloured 
gemstones. 

Another major standout was a unique collection of wedding sets and bridal jewellery. These 
iconic pieces meet the highest quality standards. As a prestigious diamond house through its joint 
venture company, Premier Diamond Alliance, trusted with a De Beers sightholder designation, 
Mouawad controls the entire supply chain, from sourcing right through to the finished product. 
“Our diamonds are manufactured from the rough and transferred to Mouawad Diamond Factory 
for sorting, cutting, and polishing. Each stone is then artistically worked and laid in stunning 
settings to serve as a token of everlasting love,” added Pascal Mouawad.  

A brand that represents the highest level of modern 
technical watchmaking using new materials, Richard 
Mille took the watch industry by storm with its RM 

52-02 Diamond Horse limited edition made especially for the 
Qatari market. 

Richard Mille CEO Peter Harrisson says, “We are a brand 
that’s independent and not part of a group, so we can basically 
set up shop tomorrow without waiting for the approval of a 
hundred board members. With an average price of 180,000 
swiss francs per watch, and making around 3,000 watches per 
year, there is no one like us in the market. Making our first watch 
in 2001, it still feels like yesterday and it’s been a great journey 
making friends along the way and working with ambassadors 
like Rafael Nadal and golfers Cristie Kerr and Bubba Watson.”

The RM 25-02 Diamond Horse is a unique piece with the 
tourbillion encrusted with diamonds shaped like a horse and 
has been made exclusively for exhibition to the Qatari market 
at DJWE 2016.

RICHARD MILLE

A TECHNOLOGICAL 
MASTERPIECE

PETER HARRISON
CEO, RICHARD MILLE
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Manuel Emch, CEO of Romain Jerome, brought to the DJWE 2016 the 
watches that made history – the “Generational Icons”. 

“Being relatively new, we have the advantage of not having any 
history but making it. Starting this brand in 2004, we started incorporating 
parts of history into contemporary watchmaking that are drivers of the 
future generation. The watchmaking industry is an emotional one and this 
brand entails with it features of being hedonistic, free, provocative and 
unconventional while respecting the traditions, know-how, experience, history 
and craftsmanship of fine watchmaking. Watches by Romain Jerome are 
targeted at a younger generation of sports enthusiasts, musicians and also a 
wide variety of collectors,” says Emch.

The brand’s limited-edition Super Marios Bros. watch is being showcased 
for the first time in the Middle East at DJWE 2016 in celebration of the game’s 
30th anniversary. This collector’s watch - only 85 were made - features three-
dimensional pixel-style figurines on the dial and brightly coloured in enamel. 
All 75 of Romain Jerome’s other collector’s watch, the Batman-DNA, sold out in 
three weeks after its release two years ago.

It definitely is a collectors’ item!

ROMAIN JEROME

FOR THE 
MILLENNIAL 
GENERATION

MANUEL EMCH
CEO, ROMAIN JEROME

A small watchmaker in the sense of 
the numbers produced, H. Mos-
er & Cie. was created by Heinrich 

Moser in 1828. Based in Neuhausen am Rhe-
infall, it currently employs 50 people, has 
eight of its own calibres and produces 1,000 
watches per annum. H. Moser & Cie. manu-
factures parts such as regulating organs and 
balance springs, which are used for its own 
production as well as to supply its partner 
companies. 

Edouard Meylan, who could probably 
qualify as one of the youngest CEOs in the 
business of watchmaking, comes with a 
unique sense of astuteness and a passion 
for the watchmaking industry. Astuteness 
because of his acute marketing sense and 
product understanding which were revealed 
by the watchmaker giving an entirely differ-
ent take on the Apple Watch is the Swiss Alp 
Watch, which according to a watch reviewer 

H. MOSER AND CO.

A SMARTER 
MECHANICAL WATCH
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Graff is one of the constant participants at the DWJE and this time tit has a bigger 
stand at the fair. Waiting for an interview outside the Graff booth, we could glimpse 
a high-profile customer making an expensive buy and this was clarified by the 

smile on Senior Executive Clive Golanski’s face as he ushered us inside.
“It is always about the right time in our industry,” says Golanski. “To be able to secure 

the right gem from Mother Nature, to mine them, cut them and produce them. As far as our 
selling is concerned, even that is about the right timing. Markets are determined and buyers 
are all influenced by the right timing.”

So would 2016 be a good year for Graff? After a profitable business just completed, Golanski 
will surely not complain about the market timings or the DWJE “which has always been very 
good for us. We always exceed last year’s figures at the exhibition”, he says.

“We have to keep the wow factor and keep our clientele excited with the best we have,” says 
Golanski.

“We have brought 50% of what we own to the Doha exhibition,” he says. An interesting fact 
being that the biggest of the pieces that Graff owns lasts for the shorter duration in the market 
being instantly purchased either by a diamond collector or a wealthy client.

This year Graff Diamonds has two such collection pieces on display: the Golden Empress, 
a 132.55-carat a natural intense yellow in cushion cut on a necklace and a pair of 50-carat 
earrings of the best colour and so new that they have haven’t yet been named.

“Doha is the first place that will see this rare unnamed piece of jewellery,” he says. “Many 
clients come to the exhibition expecting to see such pieces from us, especially in Doha.”

The demand for diamonds will never go down, according to Golanski. “Wealth never 
disappears; it just shifts from market to market. We just follow these markets and we have 
never had a bad year. The shift has been very clearly towards the Middle East for us.”

Graff is represented by Ali Bin Ali in Qatar.

GRAFF

ON A HIGH

CLIVE GLOANSKI
SENIOR EXECUTIVE, GRAFF

website, “is a product that is all in for a 
fight”.

With more than 6 million units sold in 
2015, producing a turnover in excess of 
6 billion dollars, the smartwatch market 
exploded in the past 12 months, driven 
by the giants of the electronics industry. 
With R&D budgets of more than 8 billion 
dollars, a figure higher than the turnover 
of even the largest Swiss watchmaking 
group, the market leaders have barely 
begun, and they will once again revolu-
tionise this market and change consum-
er behaviour. Faced with the threat of 
these heavyweights, there are a number 
of ways a Swiss watch company could re-
act. It could do nothing, the course most 
watch brands are adopting; it could take 
a short-term, opportunistic approach to 
combine tradition with technology, or, 
lastly, it could fight for the values under-

pinning the reputation of several centu-
ries of Swiss watchmaking. 

“This last path is the one that H. Mos-
er & Cie. has decided to pursue, and the 
Swiss Alp Watch is the symbol of this 
fighting spirit,” says Meylan.

“Our product is not an answer to the 
smart phone industry but rather a wake-
up call to the watchmaking industry,” he 
says. “To those brands that have always 
produced beautiful mechanical watches 
I have dreamt of owning, and suddenly 
you find them doing cheap replications 
of these smartwatches. That is diluting 
what the watchmaking industry is all 
about. The best answer is to say let us 
continue to do what we are best at, not try 
to do something in between and come out 
with cheap replicas.”

“The Swiss Alp Watch is symbolic. It 
represents our resilience, our ferocious 

desire to fight for our values and tradi-
tions. It embodies everything we believe 
in”, explains Meylan.

And rather than create a model with 
an electronic heart trying to look like a 
mechanical watch, H. Moser & Cie. has 
chosen to do the opposite: the Swiss Alp 
Watch is inspired by the modern design 
of smartwatches, but is entirely mechan-
ical. With its 100% Swiss Made manufac-
ture movement and a minimum power 
reserve of 100 hours, the Swiss Alp Watch 
is designed to last and is well equipped 
for the next generation. 

H. Moser & Cie. is represented by Fifty 
One East in Doha.

EDWARD MEYLAN
CEO, H. MOSER & CIE
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DOHA JEWELLERY & WATCH EXHIBITION

As far as Swiss watch manufacturers go, Roger Dubuis is still in its 
teenage years, but within the Ali Bin Ali enclave at the exhibition, the 
brand stands tall amongst its compatriots who have longer and revered 

legacies. According to Regional Brand Director, Jean-Sebastien Berland, it is 
exactly this that gives them the freedom to innovate and to push the boundaries of 
movement and design. “We have no boundaries,” he declares. “That is the exciting 
part. Our relatively young age gives us the courage to do things differently from 
older brands.” 

Talking about the unique collections they have brought to Qatar for the 
exhibition, Berland says that they are able to design timepieces that appeal to 
their customers in the Middle East  while remaining as true as possible to their 
DNA. “Our current collections have been very well received by our regular clients 
in Qatar.” Their women’s collection, called Velvet, is a  tribute to the eternal diva 
– beautiful, feminine and artistic – while the men’s timepieces are a study in 
contrasts; in one instance, boldly juxtaposing precious stones against rubber. 

There are not many regional or cultural tastes that stand out, according to 
Berland (though he does mention that men here tend not to wear gold timepieces 
that are usually very popular among their Asian customers) and the love for 
uniqueness and personalisation is as prevalent here as it is anywhere else. Through 
its Rarities concept Roger Dubuis customers can customise various features like 
engraving their initials in the movement and the watchcase, changing the colour 
of straps, etc. “It’s a conversation between the watchmaker and client,” he says.

The brand has been in the Middle East since 1996, when they were just a year 
old, and Berland says the DJWE is an important milestone in their calendar. “We 
have a strong customer base in Qatar which grows year on year. They continually 
acquire new timepieces and refer us to friends and family; the appeal is still very 
strong despite the current economic climate.” 

ROGER DUBUIS

FREEDOM
TO INNOVATE

JEAN-SEBASTIEN BERLAND
REGIONAL BRAND DIRECTOR 
ROGER DUBUIS

DAVID WEBB

BOLD IS BEAUTIFUL

MARK EMANUEL
CO-OWNER, DAVID WEBB
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This Bahraini family-owned jeweller, established in 1930, is well known for 
its craftsmanship and classic designs. Regional Sales Manager, Aline Achkar 
Layyous, says that over the years their focus on delicate handmade details and 

elegant designs has remained unchanged, even while they are continually evolving and 
incorporating contemporary trends. “Jewellery like these are a lifelong commitment, 
sometimes even passed down to the next generations. So a lot of thought goes into designs 
that last,” she says. Remaining true to Al Zain's heritage, locally sourced pearls continue 
to be the staple of their jewellery, with diamonds and gold added to give it a modern feel. 

Like every year, this year too, Al Zain are exhibiting their popular diamond and bridal 
sets. They also launched two new collections here for the first time, both using natural, 
Bahraini pearls and aiming at bringing the wearer closer to all things natural. “Our Amber 
and Pearls collection features necklaces and earrings and has a very natural feel to it. The 
treated, fossilised resin or Amber, has healing powers and relieves stress. The Petals and 
Pearls collection also draws inspiration from nature and is designed to imitate the early 
morning dew on leaves.”

Al Zain have been part of DJWE since the very first year of the exhibition 13 years 
ago and have grown with it. Today they have ten stores across the GCC, with two more 
slated to open this year in the region and another four between 2016 and 2017 in several 
international locations like London, New York and Paris. As Layyous puts it, “We 
understand the customers here, their love for natural pearls and big stones. They are 
attached to the tradition of buying the bridal sets for weddings and that is not going to 
change no matter what. And not only do we keep updating our designs but also weave 
meaning into them; so often our customers fall in love with it even before they see it.”

AL ZAIN

INSPIRED 
BY NATURE

ALINE ACHKAR LAYYOUS
REGIONAL SALES MANAGER, AL ZAIN

“The world is a much smaller place today, with 
constant reciprocal influence. While our designs 
rely on our existing archival framework, one can’t 

deny the impact global sharing of culture and aesthetic can have 
on one another,” says Mark Emanuel, Co-Owner of David Webb. 
Many jewellers have created designs specifically for the region 
keeping in mind the sensibilities of the people here. Have the 
Middle Eastern designs influenced David Webb?

Emanuel agrees that since we live in a smaller world, influence 
is bound to go both ways. “The archive of David Webb’s original 
renderings has always been the basis of our design, making it 
independent of global influence,” says Emanuel. “Gemstone and 
colour choices are certainly variables that can be customised 
for local preference and our very own workshop allows us to 
produce one-of-a-kind pieces specific to our clients’ wishes.”

“The animal is a universal icon of David Webb and our 
customer in the Middle East appreciates its legacy,” he says, 

touching on one of the brand favourites for the people here in 
the Middle East.

For David Webb the economic downturn is not new.  “David 
Webb started in 1948, so the brand has seen the ups and downs 
of multiple economic cycles. Over the past two years we’ve seen 
double-digit growth. There are always challenges, especially in 
the global marketplace, but one has to continue to develop in 
order to grow,” says Emanuel.

Form is essential, and is one of the thorough lines that defines 
his work. David Webb embraced art deco and heraldic forms, 
and the beauty of enamel jewellery. His most elegant jewellery 
makes big pearls sexy and turns a spotlight on rock crystal 
accented with white diamonds. David Webb opened for business 
in 1948 in a small walk-up with just a few employees around the 
corner from New York’s Diamond District and is now a force to 
be reckoned with globally for the magnificent designs and bold 
imagery it uses.







74 > QATAR TODAY > MARCH 2016

affairs > green scene

Amanat Solanki remembers the 
day Mission20’s path crossed 
with that of Qatar Today. 
He and his now-colleagues 
were in the 12th grade and 

they had been running Mission20 for four 
years. After school he slipped on a tie and 
went to meet the then Vice-President of 
Oryx Publishing and Advertising, who had 
chanced upon the group on Facebook. The 
company was looking for a team of young, 
committed volunteers to help implement 
an innovative environmental programme 
that aimed at taking the green message to 

the citizens of tomorrow in a direct and 
impactful manner. Environmental activism 
was, and remains, one of Mission20’s main 
pillars. It didn’t take much convincing. 
The meeting was short but the resulting 
association has stretched over several 
years.                 

Since then, Solanki’s world has 
expanded. He has taken over his father’s 
building materials business, is pursuing his 
Bachelor’s degree in Business Management 
and has a number of entrepreneurial 
ventures in the pipeline. But Mission20 
remains as important to him now as it was 

Mission20 has been part of Qatar Today’s Green Programme for 
Schools since its first edition. We speak to founder Amanat Solanki 
about the organisation’s roots and how the right influence in his 
early years helped steer his own life.

ON A WORTHY 
MISSION
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nine years ago, when he started it with a group 
of friends from school.  He is more than familiar 
with how the people you meet and the lessons 
you learn during these formative years of your 
youth can have a lifelong impact. “Initially we 
started Mission20 in order to support the Kainat 
Foundation, which was an NGO run by Shakil 
Ahmed Kakvi, the biology teacher, environment 
coordinator and the head of scouts and guides at 
MES, my alma mater." Kakvi had a monumental 
impact on the 14-year old Solanki, bringing 
about an awakening that would guide his lifelong 
pursuit to fulfill his “duty towards humanity”. 
“As an entrepreneur, I want to make sure that 
any businesses I am involved in are supporting 
charity activities through Mission20,” he says.                                             

Solanki remembers that Mission20 was only 
one of the nearly ten groups that were formed, 
inspired by ‘Shakil sir’, and he had never 
imagined that he or his friends would continue to 
be engaged in it beyond high school graduation. 
But today Mission20 is celebrating its tenth 
anniversary and the range of its activities and 
associations is broader than ever. Solanki's 
mentor is no longer in Doha and is back in India 
running a school in rural India that he had set 
up but Mission20 has evolved into an active and 
diverse organisation in its own right, funded by 
personal donations made by the board members. 
They don’t solicit donations apart from raising 
money for specific causes or projects and any 
funds collected are allocated for these purpose 
in their entirety, he says. 

The journey
Mission20’s volunteers have always been young 
students from local schools and universities; and 
just like in Solanki’s own case, he hopes that the 
causes they are involved in will end up igniting 
a fire in their hearts. “If I hadn’t met Shakil sir, 
I probably would have just led my normal life 
without knowing its value, and blind to the world 
outside my own. Taking this path had exposed 
me to a lot of new experiences and opened my 
eyes to struggles I would have never known of 
otherwise. With Kainat Foundation and ROTA, I 
have gone on volunteer trips to several countries. 
In India, I slept in an unfinished school. I spent 
nine days in a jungle in Turkey. These are the 
things I needed to see and understand. It made 
me aware but also made me grateful for my 
blessings. It helped me appreciate the value 
of the comfortable life I was leading,” he says. 
These transformative experiences have inspired 
Solanki to start such trips within Mission20 
so as to give volunteers the chance to work on 
impactful projects. 

Volunteers interested in expanding their 
horizons can register under Friends of 
Mission20, a pool that is tapped into whenever 
the organisation has the need. “We used to call 

for volunteers on an event-by-event basis but 
we started this programme last year to create 
a sense of community,” says Solanki. Getting 
people to give up their free hours for a cause 
isn’t easy, he admits. In the early days of GPS, 
when volunteers were scare, Solanki and his 
friends would personally go to schools to talk 
to the students and help put up the stickers and 
suggestion boxes. Sometimes, he’d even go alone; 
he reckons he may have personally visited every 
school that had been part of the first edition 
of GPS. “People lead such busy lives,” he says. 
And getting committed volunteers is not easy. 
Worse still, because a few organisations have 
started paying volunteers (which defeats the 
whole purpose), some have started expecting 
the same from us.” What he tells them is this: 
Volunteering with Mission20 will afford you no 
monetary benefit but more intangible ones like 
unique experiences, networking opportunities 
and the chance to change your perspective of the 
world. 

The bureaucratic snafus of registering a 
charity or NGO in Qatar have not deterred 
Solanki one bit. In a clever bit of workaround, 
he registered a company called Solanki 
Mission Enterprises with a commercial event 
management licence and labeled Mission20 
as its social responsibility division, purely a 
non-profit; their new identity was launched 
towards the end of 2014. He has also made it a 
point to tie up with established local charities 
in promoting their causes and raising funds. 
“While most of our events are held inside 
Qatar, we have supported several communities 
abroad. For example, we’d take local charity 
organisations on board and raise money for 
Gaza, Syria, Philippines, Nepal, Bangladesh, etc., 
through bake sales, collection boxes, SMS, sale of 
T-shirts, art/photography, etc.,” he says. Solanki 
is particularly proud of the two Guinness World 
Records that Mission20 was a part of. “Our first 
record is very special to me. In partnership with 
Qatar Charity we planned to collect 14 tonnes of 

The team of Mission20 
engaged in social activities 

and (below) their two 
Guinness World Records 

while working in conjuction 
with Qatar Charity.
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clothes in four hours. In the end, we ended 
up collecting close to 30 tonnes in 24 hours 
that day at Aspire Park.” For the past six 
years, Mission20 has also been organising 
an annual under-23 football tournament, 
proceeds from which are used to support 
education and education related expenses 
for underprivileged children like the ones in 
Kainat School in Bihar, India, where a large 
space named Mission20 Hall was built with 
tournament funds. “It is the plan for the 
future to be more engaged in the societies 
outside Qatar so as to give more directly to 
those in need; these can only happen when 
we get good support from corporates for 
these projects and other events we do to 
raise funds,” says Solanki. 

Reaching out
Mission20’s volunteers are tasked with 
visiting every participating school, finding 
creative ways to get the students’ attention 
and also reporting back on the level of 
participation they see in each of the schools. 
These reports are taken into account at the 
end of the programme when the GPS awards 
are decided.  A GPS volunteer doesn’t just 
put up posters around the school but works 
in engaging the students in the process 
and helping the message seep into their 
consciousness. “During the orientation 
programme, we tell our volunteers to guide 
the students to put up the stickers so that 
they feel more involved. This way they take 
notice, they tell their friends, they act.” 

This also helps Solanki and his team 
assess the level of interest the school shows 
in GPS. The schools are always informed in 
advance about volunteer visits. “This gives 

the GPS team in the school time to get their 
volunteers ready. Sometimes there are no 
volunteers from the schools, sometimes 
entire classes are assembled, and we’d 
find ourselves giving a presentation on 
the objectives of the programme. In 
Gulf English School, I remember being 
surrounded by a bunch of enthusiastic eight-
year-olds who ran around the premises 
putting up the materials we gave them 
and responded seriously to environment 
-related questions. It was really inspiring to 
see their interest.” Solanki also remembers 
an incident from last year when he decided 
to drop in at his old school, MES. “I didn’t 
expect the students to all be gathered at the 
auditorium, waiting to receive me. I wasn’t 
really prepared to speak but I knew the 
campaign inside out, having worked on it for 
many years. Going back to your old school 
and meeting your old teachers in an official 
capacity, as a representative of a nationally 
recognised campaign, it was a great feeling,” 
he smiles.

Solanki himself was a school student not 
too long ago and he knows how to reach out 
to them in an effective manner. “Kids these 
days are numb to these kinds of messages. 
There are a lot of environment campaigns 
about. And not all of them are effective. 
Even GPS might not be 100% effective. 
But we are trying to get everyone to take 
responsibility for the change that they want 
to bring about. And our focus is also very 
niche. We are starting with a small sector 
of the society and hope they will spread the 
message. But this same message also needs 
to be very actively disseminated on social 
media. That’s one place where we can hold 
the students’ attention without boring 
them.” 

Schools too need to play a bigger role in 
imparting environment-related education, 
says Solanki. “The academic  load on 
students is so much that there is hardly 
any room for extracurricular activities. 
We should help schools understand how 
important this is that students don’t 
miss on these things in the process. They 
must allocate at least an hour in a week to 
educating students about the environment.” 
He also adds that he is beginning to see 
positive change in this regard. 

“Measuring the success of an initiative 
like GPS is difficult,” he says. “But we know 
we are doing a good job when we see the 
students are engaged, when they propose 
and work on interesting projects, when we 
get innovative suggestions or even poetry or 
drawings in our suggestion box.” It’s these 
small victories that eventually add up 

ABOUT GPS

The Green Programme for Schools is 
one of the largest and most engaging 
green environmental initiatives for 
students aimed at reaching, inspiring 
and rewarding students and schools. 
It is an initiativefrom Qatar Today.

affairs > green scene

The Kainat Foundation school in Bihar 
that is supported by Mission20. 
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A
pple Watch introduces revolutionary 
technologies including the Digital 
Crown, an innovative way to scroll, 
zoom and navigate fluidly without ob-

structing the display.  Apple Watch will be 
available in two different models, 38 mm 
and 42 mm, and in three distinct collec-
tions – Apple Watch Sport, Apple Watch 
and Apple Watch Edition.

The latest wearable from Apple 
was made available for purchase 
in Qatar from February 11.

iWATCH COMES 
TO QATAR

Concerned iPhone users and digital security 
supporters banded together on Tuesday, holding 
protests in nearly 50 US cities to support Apple 
in its iPhone encryption fight with the FBI. The 
protests came one week after a Los Angeles District 
Court judge ruled that the tech titan must assist 
the US government in the search of an iPhone 5C 
owned by San Bernardino shooter Syed Rizwan 
Farook. Protesters opposed to the government’s 
demand carried banners and iPhone-shaped signs 
saying things like “FBI: Don’t Break Our Phones” and 
“Secure Phones Save Lives.”

AFP / PAUL J. RICHARDS

M
inister of Education and Higher Education HE Dr Moham-
mad Abdul Wahed Ali Al Hammadi inaugurated the fourth 
Arab Robotics and Artificial Intelligence Conference in Doha. 
The three-day conference was attended by delegations from 

17 Arab countries, countries from around the world and a group of 
researchers and specialists in the field of artificial intelligence who 
discussed various topics revolving around global challenges in the 
development and implementation of these technologies and their 
applications in the oil & gas industry, healthcare, education, securi-
ty, etc.

Launched last year, the mobile app is an innovate initiative implemented in accordance with the 
highest international standards. The app offers a basket of unique electronic services; for instance 
the issuance or renewal of commercial permits, access to commercial company records and the 
submission of complaints. Users can also access a variety of economic indicators and financial reports, 
in addition to the latest news from the ministry, administrative closures and recall campaigns besides 
local, regional and international economic news.

QATAR HOSTS 
ROBOTICS CONFERENCE

MEC APP WINS BIG

Qatar’s Ministry of Economy and Commerce was recognised as 
the ‘Best Mobile-Government Service in the Arab World’ in the 
economy and trade category during the 4th edition of the World 
Government Summit held in Dubai. 

APPLE VS FBI
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G
oogle Translate added 13 languages re-
cently, bringing its total to 103 tongues 
that cover 99% of the online population. 
So if you speak Amharic, Corsican, Fri-

sian, Kyrgyz, Hawaiian, or Kurdish (Kurman-
ji), or want to communicate with someone in 
Luxembourgish, Samoan, Scots Gaelic, Shona, 
Sindhi, Pashto, or Xhosa, Google’s got you cov-
ered. “The 13 new languages help bring a com-
bined 120 million new people to the billions 
who can already communicate with Translate 
all over the world,” Sveta Kelman, senior pro-
gram manager for Google Translate, wrote in a 
blog post.

B
ased at Ooredoo’s Qatar Data Centre 
5, the facility will develop, test and 
demonstrate next-generation infor-
mation technology and communica-

tion solutions, including Mobile Broad-
band, 5G, digital transformation, Internet 
of Things solutions, 4K video enhance-
ments, among others. Huawei will provide 
technical support for Ooredoo’s research in 
the lab, including offering training cours-
es and supporting knowledge transfer 
between the two companies. Huawei and 
Ooredoo will collaborate on an imple-

mentation process for new young talent 
in Qatar, and regularly organise technical 
and management training to deliver sus-
tainable results. The lab will not only be a 
platform for proof-of-concept projects, but 
will also demonstrate innovative solutions 
to partners, enabling them to assess and ul-
timately use new technologies to enhance 
their business performance. The agree-
ment was signed by Waleed Al Sayed, CEO, 
Ooredoo Qatar, and Eric Xu, Rotating CEO, 
Huawei, in the presence of senior Ooredoo 
and Huawei executives.

W
hile the announcement does not specifically call out Facebook or Free Basics, 
the social network’s programme has been under fire in the region. “While 
formulating the regulations, the authority has largely been guided by the 
principles of net neutrality seeking to ensure that consumers get unhindered 

and non-discriminatory access to the Internet,” TRAI said today. “The regulations 
intend to make data tariffs for access to the Internet to be content-agnostic.” “Our 
goal with Free Basics is to bring more people online with an open, non-exclusive 
and free platform,” said Facebook in a statement. “While disappointed with the out-
come, we will continue our efforts to eliminate barriers and give the unconnected an 
easier path to the internet and the opportunities it brings.”

INDIA REJECTS FREE BASICS
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The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) ruled 
that services like Facebook’s Free Basics infringe on 
net neutrality, so service providers are prohibited from 
participating in such programmes.

NEW DOHA-BASED 
INNOVATION LAB
Ooredoo and Huawei have signed a memorandum of understanding 
(MoU) to open a next-generation Innovations Lab in Qatar, at a 
ceremony at Mobile World Congress in Barcelona.

BREAKING DOWN 
LANGUAGE 
BARRIERS
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T
he Plus X Awards, the world’s biggest for innovation in technology, sport and lifestyle, 
saw three Volkswagen brand models win over the judges: the new Tiguan and the Tou-
ran won the award for ‘High Quality, Design, Ease of Use and Functionality’, while the 
award for ‘Innovation and Design’ went to the pioneering BUDD-e concept car, which 

hit the headlines in January at the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas. Volk-
swagen also received awards from the international iF jury, which honoured the design of 
the Touran compact MPV and new Tiguan with the ‘2016 iF Design Award’. The trophy is 
one of the world’s most important design prizes and has been regarded for over 60 years as 
a recognised hallmark of excellent product design.

Plus X Awards and iF Design 
Awards for popular Volkswagen 
models – new Tiguan, Touran 
and BUDD-e.

ACCOLADES 
FOR VW

NEW INTERIORS 
FOR MASERATI

A 100% natural fibre Zegna Mulberry silk was developed in cooperation with 
Maserati and combined with fine leather to create the Ermenegildo Zegna 
interiors. The specialized silk cloth adorns the seats, door panels, roof lin-
ing and sunshades. The seat covers and door panels receive an added touch 

of luxury with stitching in a contrasting colour. General Manager of Al Fardan 
Sports Motors Company, Charly Dagher, explains the Zegna-Maserati part-
nership saying “Owning a Maserati must be like wearing a tailor-made suit in a 
world of uniforms. With Zegna we have taken this adage to the ultimate level, by 
bringing the suit into the car and making a fabric, that is normally worn as luxury 
clothing, last the lifetime of a car. It is something no one else can offer.”

Maserati Qatar, represented by Alfardan 
Sports Motors, highlights its sartorial 
excellence with the new Ermenegildo 
Zegna Interiors, exclusively for Maserati.
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S
tudent teams from all across Asia, the Middle East and  
Africa gathered in the Philippines for a unique four-day 
event to showcase, test and drive their self-built fuel-effi-
cient vehicles on the city streets of Manila. A public event 

celebrating ideas and innovation, the best up-and-coming engi-
neers, designers and inventors, and cutting-edge thinking about 
energy and mobility, Shell Eco-marathon was held for the third 
and final time in Manila, at a specially designed street circuit. Two student teams from Qa-
tar University (QU) College of Engineering took part in this year's event. QU’s teams were 
made up of students from the College’s departments of mechanical, electrical and indus-
trial engineering. They raced alongside students from universities, colleges and technical 
institutes from16 countries across the region. Abdulaziz Al Shiebah from the Qatar Univer-
sity Gernas team said, “Shell Eco-Marathon is a great opportunity to build teamwork and 
communication skills while tackling a real-life engineering problem. We are applying the 
engineering knowledge we have gained in class to help us address the global challenges we 
face around finding new solutions for the future of energy and mobility.”

“W
e have specifically developed the Audi Q2 for young customers,” explained Prof. 
Rupert Stadler, Chairman of the Board of Management of AUDI AG. “Its looks 
distinguish it as a model with attitude. The compact SUV blends the technical 
expertise of our brand with high everyday utility and emotional character.” Mea-

suring 4.19 meters in length, the Audi Q2 has a powerful road stance. With its overtly geo-
metrical formal idiom it takes up position as an independent character within the Q family. 
Customers can tailor many of the details to their individual preferences, and there are two 
trim lines to choose from. Expressive colours create highlights both on the exterior and in 
the spacious interior. The seating position is sportily deep in relation to the steering wheel, 
and the controls are self-explanatory.

THE GOOD MARATHON
The seventh edition of the Shell Eco-Marathon 
Asia 2016 saw the participation of over 100 
student teams in the heart of vibrant city of 
Manila, Philippines.

LOOK OUT FOR THE 
COMPACT AUDI

Audi strengthens its presence in the booming SUV segment. At the 
Geneva Motor Show, the brand unveiled the compact Audi Q2 – an 
urban car for everyday driving and leisure with a progressive design 
and youthful charm.
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T
he campaign was built around an 
integral commitment of Monoprix 
Qatar to care for the health and 
well-being of its customers. Com-
menting on the campaign launch, 
Regional General Manager of Mono-

prix, Sebastien Farhat, said, “We have a 
huge range of organic items, gluten-free, 
and cholesterol-free items as well as the 
latest from the French retail chain focus-

ing on fancy top quality items. We import 
around 3,000 items every week by air to 
keep things fresh around here. Our aim 
with this campaign is to bring something 
new to the market by diversity of items and 
the choice of options available in terms of 
fresh vegetables, cheese and meat. It is not 
just about shopping but telling a story and 
having a medium for socializing with a cup 
of tea, lunch or breakfast.”

The French retail chain, which has 
marked its presence at Palm Towers in West 
Bay Qatar since opening its doors in 2013, 
drew inspiration from its devoted fans to 
create the “I Love My Monoprix” campaign. 
Its French baguette is the best in town and 
the variety of cheese it serves is not to be 
missed. 

“We are completely integrated with the 
Qatari culture and are very optimistic for 
the upcoming year. We have a different 
model of relying heavily on customer 
experience for our growth and not just 
sales. Our big challenge was to enhance and 
develop the brand of Monoprix in Qatar 
which we have conquered, adding to our 
success. “Our flagship store in Doha Festival 
City over 7,000 sqm will bring new concepts 
and will definitely create a big buzz. We also 
have three new stores coming at different 
locations within the next two years,” says 
Farhat.

Utilizing the full power of a mix of 
media channels and customer engagement 
activities, the ‘I Love My Monoprix’ 
Campaign displayed numerous reasons 
why customers love the brand.

The ‘I Love My Monoprix’ campaign 
was launched by creating a fully engaged 
in-store experience. The highlight of the 
event was the in-store display of a shopping 
cart laden with locks of red hearts. Another 
noteworthy element was the introduction 
of a friendly, red heart-shaped “I Love My 
Monoprix” mascot that added amusement 
to the event.

“Monoprix Qatar has steadily built 
a reputation by focusing on what our 
customers want and need, based on their 
specific preferences for high-quality 
products. A chance to interact with 
customers, partners and suppliers is what 
brings me back with passion every single 
day,” concludes Farhat.

The ‘I Love My Monoprix’ campaign 
has also been launched on social media to 
increase not only its impact but also the 
possibility of customer interaction.

With 377 stores in France and 75 stores 
worldwide, Monoprix S.A. operates on a 
highly successful business model across 
the globe. This major French retail chain 
is represented in Qatar by the Ali Bin Ali 
Group.

Monoprix Qatar launched a new campaign earlier this month called 'I love My Monoprix' as part 
of its communications initiative to engage the interest of its growing customer base.

EVERY PARISIAN'S DREAM
By Keertana Koduru





84 > QATAR TODAY > MARCH 2016

business > market watch

B
oston’s restaurant provides a unique 
lively experience, where guests can 
enjoy American and English cuisine 
as well as drinks to the sound of live 

music or while watching their favourite 
sporting events on the large screen. The 
menu varies between meat, chicken and 
seafood, and comprises a variety of soups, 
appetizers and fresh salads. This is in ad-
dition to the various options of burgers, 
sandwiches, sausages and desserts that 
rise to the choices and aspirations of the 
guests. Commenting on the opening, Lana 
Jwainat, Cluster Director of Marketing 

and Communications at City Centre Ro-
tana and Oryx Rotana, said, “We are ex-
tremely happy to open Boston’s lounge to 
provide an unforgettable experience for 
our guests and visitors who are eager to en-
joy a rich meal of international dishes pre-
pared by our chefs. Here patrons will find 
their favourite beverages and delicious 
food in a welcoming, lively atmosphere, 
theme nights, happy hour prices, ladies 
nights and the very latest in music hits se-
lected by the in-house DJ. Moreover, this 
restaurant will offer the highest level of 
services characterizing the Rotana brand.”

City Centre Rotana Doha has opened Boston’s restaurant 
& lounge, a trendy but casual outlet with a laid-back 
atmosphere.

LAID BACK IN BOSTON

A
n international edutainment concept 
offering a unique indoor theme park 
created with the intention to educate 
and impart knowledge about the adult 

professional world, features an interactive 
small-scale city developed for and managed 
solely by children, between the age groups 
of 2 and 14. The self-sufficient city includes 
over 80 real-life simulation activities across 
diverse business environments, and allows 
children to dress up and role-play realis-
tic tasks in a safe, interactive and mean-
ingful environment. The entertainment 
park, with its own economy and currency, 
has been designed to provide a holistic ex-

perience to support physical and mental 
development amongst children, and help 
improve their self-esteem and confidence. 
Through its partnership with Qatar Air-
ways, KidzMondo Doha will offer children 
an opportunity to enact their dream roles 
as pilots and cabin crew, and get an under-
standing of the functioning of the world-
class airline within a specially adapted real 
aircraft model. Children will be able to ex-
plore the plane, examine its different parts, 
and become familiar with the daily tasks re-
quired of Qatar Airways pilots and crew as 
they lead the global air space.

KidzMondo Doha, one of the largest 
indoor edutainment theme parks, 
has announced a partnership 
agreement with Qatar Airways and 
will open doors at Mall of Qatar. 

KIDZMONDO 
ARRIVES IN 
DOHA
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T
he partnership will see Richard Mille 
timepieces grace the wrists of the 
team’s world champion drivers Fer-
nando Alonso and Jenson Button, 

distinctive branding appear on the new 
MP4-31 car, and a commitment to develop 
a unique and exclusive series of exceptional 
calibres inspired by the tremendous heri-
tage of the McLaren brand. Richard Mille, 
Chairman and CEO, said: “The chance to 
partner with McLaren is particularly time-

ly: we’ve been evaluating Formula 1 on a 
restricted basis for several years, but this 
opportunity has enabled us to engage in a 
deeper, more meaningful way, with proper 
focus and effort directed on a major team." 
Ron Dennis, Chairman and CEO, McLaren 
Technology Group, added, “The two brands 
share a distinct common DNA – a passion 
for design, technology and aesthetics – and 
I’m excited about the great work we can 
achieve together over the next 10 years.”

RACING LUXURY
Richard Mille announces 10-year 
partnership with the McLaren-
Honda Formula 1 team.

The Westin Doha Hotel & Spa 
opened its doors with Luxe Lounge, 
a coffee lounge with outdoor 
garden terrace, Seasonal Tastes - 
global cuisine restaurant, and MIX 
Bar, Lounge & Terrace.
Showcasing the freshest produce and ingredients, the 
lively Seasonal Tastes provides tempting selections 
which are antioxidant-rich and naturally low in calories 
- from wholewheat blueberry pancakes to all-natural 
roasted turkey wraps and black bean hummus – making 
healthy meals impossible to resist. Created together 
with doctors and nutritionists, the SuperFoodsRx 
menu cultivates “food synergy”. In addition, guests 
can enhance their wellness with Westin Fresh by The 
Juicery, an assortment of nourishing, healthy juices 
and smoothies. Curated in partnership with the experts 
at The Juicery, each custom blend packs a punch of 
revitalizing goodness. Mix, The hottest new place in 
town, is a soulful rooftop lounge with fantastic views 
over downtown Doha where guests can watch the 
mixologists work their magic. 

I
n response to the demand for an enhanced learning environment in regional schools, LG 
showcased a new-age fitted out classroom that demonstrated a practical environment 
for a collaborative new experience using LG’s latest interactive digital signage and cloud 
collaboration solutions. In the future classroom, LG demonstrated the “flipped learn-

ing” pedagogical model that is rapidly being integrated into schools across the region. This 
learning method promotes students to access lessons before coming to class and allows 
educators to strengthen the key learnings through in-class interactions and group activi-
ties. This creative new education model is supported by the technological advances in the 
education supplies industry and requires customisable products that can be adapted to dif-
ferent levels and courses.

LG showcased the ‘Future Classroom’ at the Gulf 
Educational Supplies and Solutions held in Dubai.

TOMORROW’S CLASSROOMS

MIX IT UP AT WESTIN



86 > QATAR TODAY > MARCH 2016

business > market watch

“A
ll good things take time,” declares 
Greg Dogan. It’s opening day at 
the Shangri-La Doha. The dis-
tilled calm of the Horizon Club 
on the 42nd floor is in stark con-

trast to the colour and excitement in the 
lobby, where preparations for the big eve-
ning are underway. An evening eight years 
in the making. It has been a long wait. “But 
we are happy and proud to see the final 
product. It is modern but the owner has 
also adorned the hotel in unique artwork 
and tapestries; he is a man with good taste 
in Arab antiques.” Of course the property 
is owned by Al Rayyan Tourism Invest-
ment Company and the man in question is 
Sheikh Faisal bin Qassim Al Thani! So yes, 
it can be said that he is a man of good taste 
and the hotel reflects that. 

Eight years is a lifetime, even in the 
resilient hotel industry. But the changing 
tides that have been reshaping the 
fortunes of the country and region have 
had little effect on the hotel as new floors 
went up. “All the drivers which led us to 
announce this hotel eight years ago are 
still very much present. The infrastructure 
projects are on track, the airport is still 
being expanded and the Central Business 
District continues to grow. The new 
convention centre is a huge plus,” says 
Dogan. “We have been able to realise 

the original vision we had for the hotel; 
even the plans for all seven planned food 
and beverage outlets have been followed 
through. In fact we are more positive 
than ever now, looking at the market and 
the future that is being planned for the 
country. The hotel will blossom when all of 
these various factors come together.” 

The 50-storey hotel, designed to 
resemble a falcon’s head,  has 272 
rooms and 42 fully furnished serviced 
apartments in addition to a health club, 
the Chi spa and seven unique F&B outlets 
– interactive all-day dining at a lively 
Arabian souq at Sridan, authentic South 
American favourites at Fuego (serving 
beef flown in directly from Argentina), 
fresh seafood prepared at Yabby, classic 
and contemporary Chinese creations at 
Shanghai Club (opening soon), beautifully 
designed pastries at Lobby Lounge, light 
refreshments at the al fresco poolside bar 
and classic cocktails at The Den, Doha’s 
first non-smoking piano lounge. “It’s a 
hotel with character where we have been 
able to take the best of what Qatar has 
to offer, in terms of local nuances, and 
blended them with our signature Asian 
style,” says Dogan. “This is reflected in 
everything from the IDs to the uniforms 
where local attributes are added to make 
the offerings culturally sensitive.”

NOT BUSINESS AS USUAL
Shangri-La Doha is the latest of the new hotels around the Doha Exhibition and 
Convention Center to come online, at the opening of which we caught up with the 
President and Chief Executive Officer of Shangri-La International Hotel Management 
Limited, Greg Dogan.

GREG DOGAN
President and Chief Executive Officer
Shangri-La International Hotel Management Limited 

By Ayswarya Murthy
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The hotel of tomorrow
“The modern traveller is about less fuss, 
more convenience and value for money,” 
says Dogan. “They want to know ahead 
of time what they are buying and we use 
our online properties to give our guests 
a better idea of what’s on offer. Also, the 
modern traveller seeks an authentic 
experience and we aim at delivering that. 
In the digital channels for all our hotels, we 
have integrated user-generated content so 
that you can see real people talking about 
their stay at the hotel. This gives travellers 

a clearer insight into what their peers are 
doing and they can authentically connect 
with them and us; they appreciate that. 
We are always trying to find new ways to 
communicate and connect with consumers 
and also keep them connected. Not only do 
we have free, unlimited high-speed internet 
throughout the hotel but even our cars have 
Wi-Fi so that you can get online from the 
moment you are picked up at the airport.” 

Over the years, the hotel has striven to 
keep its back-of-house technology up to 
date. “Since we own and manage a majority 
of our hotels, we ensure that the latest 
technology and initiatives are rolled out in 
time across all our properties.” An example 
of this is their Golden Circle programme 
which forms the backbone of how they 

are able to personalise experiences, not 
only for regular guests but also for their 
F&B customers. “There is a major drive 
within the group to explore using greater 
knowledge and data to understand the 
guest. It’s an evolving discipline,” says 
Dogan.

Shangri-La Doha is the group’s latest 
property in the Middle East and joins ranks 
with other illustrious hotels in Muscat, 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi. “We are opening 
another Shangri-La in Jeddah soon and 
are also looking to announce a property in 
Riyadh. With that we will have covered the 
main centres of business and tourism in the 
region and our second wave of progression 
will involve the proliferation of our four-
star hotel brand, Jen,” says Dogan 
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S
et to usher in a new era of hospitali-
ty experience in Qatar, Rotana, one 
of the leading hotel management 
companies in the Middle East, South 
Asia and Eastern Europe, announced 

the opening of its three new properties 
– Centro by Rotana, Plaza Rayhaan by 
Rotana Doha and Downtown Arjaan by 
Rotana Doha. While the 220-key Centro 
Capital Doha will open for business in the 
first quarter of 2016, the Plaza Rayhaan 
Doha (400 keys) and Downtown Arjaan 
Doha (225 keys) are scheduled to open in 
2017 and 2018, respectively. The company 
has seen a significant revolution in the last 
few years of its growth in the region. The 
last two have been about strengthening its 
relations in the GCC. 

Speaking of the expansion plans, Chief 
Operating Officer of Rotana Group Guy 
Hutchinson said, “12 new hotels in the 
next 12 months is our plan and the pace 
that we are moving ahead at. We have five 
new hotels opening in Saudi Arabia in this 
year. Our brands have also seen a global 
expansion. We will be opening our first 
hotel in Kinshasa, sub-Saharan Africa, 
Kinshasa this year alongside the opening 
of two new hotels in Istanbul after their 
success with Burgu and Tango. 

Turning his attention to the Qatar 
market, Hutchinson pointed out that with 
Qatar Tourism Authority’s plans to attract 
seven million visitors per year by 2030, the 
hospitality sector’s direct contribution to 
the economy is expected to amount to 3.1% 
of national GDP. 

“Qatar is home to a diverse range of 
cultural attractions, which include both 
natural and man-made assets. Moreover, 

As part of its GCC roadshow, Rotana Hotels announced its expansion 
plans for Qatar’s market with the opening of three new properties 
before the end of 2018. 

TREASURED TIME:
THE ROTANA PROMISE 

By Keertana Koduru
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Qatar’s strategic location makes it easily 
accessible from all major tourism source 
markets, and with efforts currently 
underway to further develop its MICE 
(Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and 
Exhibitions) tourism infrastructure and 
with the country preparing to host a 
number of major sporting events including 
the 2022 FIFA World Cup, Qatar can expect 
to see increased tourism demand, driven by 
its diversified leisure, business and cultural 
offerings. Qatar is a very exciting market for 
us.”

There could be more demand for 
affordable accommodation when the 
World Cup season finally arrives in 2022 
with heavy influx of visitors and fans. “The 
investment for setting up a 3-star or 4-star 
hotel is much different than in the set-up of 
a 5-star hotel. The gap between affordable 
visitor accommodation and 5-star hotels 
has been understood and is being analyzed 
by investors which will soon be bridged in 
the run-up to the World Cup year,” said 
Hutchinson. 

 The Oryx Rotana built a very strong 
reputation for itself. On 15th March, the 
company will open the doors of Centro, the 
first 4-star hotel in Doha. “Qatar currently 
lacks in affordable business hotels that yet 
offer world-class service and comfort to 
guests, creating a gap in the market that 
brands like Centro by Rotana can look 
forward to filling,” said Hutchinson.

Commenting on the growth prospects 
for Rotana and the wider industry in 2016, 
Hutchinson said that the outlook for the 
GCC tourism sector remains positive, 
despite market conditions continuing to 
remain challenging due to plummeting oil 
prices and the collapse in value of the ruble 
and the euro. “We are here to understand 

our customers and speak to them about 
what more is required from our side to 
make their stay with us comfortable and 
of high satisfaction. The hotel business is a 
long term one and we’ve had year-on-year 
growth amidst these difficult times as well. 
We work harder and faster than anyone else 
which is the reason behind our growing 
ambitions.”

“In their continued push to diversify their 
economies, GCC governments are stepping 
up spending in infrastructure projects and 
this is expected to have a positive impact on 
sustaining investor appetite for the region 
and its tourism industry. Although demand 
from traditional source markets has seen a 
decline, we have been witnessing a steady 
rise in intra-regional travel – a trend we 
expect to continue through 2016.  This, 
along with the rising status of cities such 
as Dubai, Doha and Jeddah as prominent 
MICE destinations, should enable the 
region’s hospitality industry to maintain its 
growth pace in 2016.”

Speaking of the hospitality trends 
to be seen in the Middle East in 2016, 
Hutchinson said, “The millennials, or the 
new-generation travelers, have been the 
latest focus for the industry. We’re seeing 
a growth in that area and then they’re 
influencing the older generations as well. 
Rotana has been pioneering e-commerce-
focused innovations in the Middle East 
hospitality industry. Furthermore, we have 
developed a Rotana Mobile App which has 
posted a 20% increase in monthly bookings 
in 2015, delivering a significant return on 
investment in developing the mobility 
platform.”

Rotana currently manages a portfolio of 
100 properties throughout the Middle East, 
Africa, South Asia and Europe 

GUY HUTCHINSON
Chief Operating Officer
Rotana Group 
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WHAT’S HOLDING 
YOU BACK?
This year’s How Women 
Work conference themed 
“Connecting the Dots” 
is all about integration. 
Expanding on the theme, a 
video tagged #WeCanDoIt 
showcasing inspiring 
GCC women will also be 
shown at the conference 
paving the way for more 
conversations.

A video featuring all the early 
trailblazers of the Arab 
region was globally released 
on November 14, 2015 at an 
event in Kuwait marking the 

commencement of #WeCanDoIt. With 
videos of more than 130 women from 
the GCC voicing their insights for future 
generations to emulate, this movement 
gathered enough support and interest in all 
the Middle East countries.

This initiative comes from Weoritu, 
an independent youth initiative from 
the Middle East focused on promoting 
positivity through various mediums of art 
with a global vision to generate a large scale 
impact.

“We aim at sparking  a global movement 
of women voicing their positive advice 
to help inspire future generations and at 
creating encouraging vibes around the 

globe using the hashtag #WeCanDoIt. 
We are igniting the movement through 
our paintbrush logo which symbolises 
a torch for women around the world to 
work together in creating the future,” says 
Nasser Al Naama, another inspiring Qatari 
entrepreneur and one of the collaborators 
from Qatar.

“There are many untold stories of 
trailblazing women from the Arabian 
Peninsula that don’t get fair representation 
in the media, either domestically or towards 
a wider global audience,” says Al Naama.

 In doing this project, the spotlight was 
put on so many women from the region 
who have pushed the boundaries: a woman 
who at the age of 13, took on the role of the 
principal of a local school for girls in Saudi 
Arabia, to fill the need of a national to 
take the reins; a woman from Kuwait who 
pursued her education at a time when there 
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were barely any educational institutions 
in the country; and many more such 
inspirational messages. 

Ask Al Naama why he feels so strongly 
about women's empowerment and pat 
comes the reply: “I can’t imagine not 
being passionate about women’s rights 
and empowerment. I feel that it is truly 
the women in my country who are paving 
the way for positive change. They are the 
catalysts for development and progress. 
There are nearly twice as many female 
students enrolled in university as males, so, 
it is essential that our society utilises that 
to our advantage. Also, on a personal level, 
I know of no greater woman than my own 
mother whom I revere greatly. As Islam 
tells us, 'Paradise lies at the mother’s feet', 
so I am naturally inclined to be a proponent 
for women’s rights as it is consistent with 

my upbringing and our religion which is 
our template for life.”

“Every woman has a voice”
Throughout the HWW conference, 
every participant will be given multiple 
opportunities to speak up, to ask questions 
and to share her experiences. 

“At HWW we reckon that the participants 
have just as much to bring to the conference 
as we do. So we let them speak, to each 
other, to us, to the speakers, to the whole 
audience,” says Carolin Zeitler, the founder 
of HWW, on the format of the conference.

“We facilitate meaningful conversations 
and discussions across the cultural divide 
that we all so often experience here in Doha. 
Our panels are diverse, as are our audiences. 
We encourage delegates to talk to others 
they don’t yet know, to not just stay on 

VOICES FROM THE FILM

AISHA AL NAAMA

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO BE PART OF THE 
#WECANDOIT FILM PROJECT”?

I knew that this is sending a positive message to the rest 
of the women out there. It is such a diverse group of 

women as well, not just from one sector or generation, so 
many backgrounds and professions are represented.

WHAT IMPACT ARE YOU HOPING THE FILM WILL HAVE?

I hope to spread positivity in the region, encourage 
more women to get out there, change the image of Gulf 
women here and abroad. We’re all much more the same 
than we are different, whether we come from the Middle 

East, Asia or Europe.

DR MOZA AL BADR,
Director of ACU Laboratories, WH 

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO BE PART OF THE #WECANDOIT 
FILM PROJECT? IS WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT SOMETHING 

THAT IS GENERALLY IMPORTANT TO YOU?

I participated in this project in order to be a role model that 
can be emulated by other women, especially by the younger 
generation. I believe that my participation will give the new 

generation motivation to boost their self-confidence in 
overcoming any obstacles standing in their way to success.

Yes, women’s empowerment is important.

WHAT IMPACT ARE YOU HOPING THE FILM WILL HAVE?

I hope this film will have a positive impact, be a catalyst and 
spread throughout society as a whole.

MARYAM AL SUBAIYE

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO BE A PART OF THE 
#WECANDOIT FILM PROJECT?

This is something that I feel very passionate about, 
because as a woman from the Gulf I have always been 
subjected to stereotypes. It is very important to show 
successful role models, of the Gulf to the community 

and even globally to make them understand how 
misrepresented and misunderstood we are.

WHAT IMPACT ARE YOU HOPING THE FILM WILL HAVE?

Awareness and education. I really want young girls to 
see successful role models to know that they can pursue 

their dreams, that there is no reason they shouldn’t be 
what they want to be just because of their gender.
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the surface and engage in small talk but go 
deeper and discuss matters of real meaning 
to them, which typically leads them to the 
realization that we are all much more alike 
than we are different,” she adds.

At HWW, all speakers are encouraged 
to show their human side, to share their 
struggles and challenges, to give a realistic 
picture of what their life is like and to be 
open to interaction with the participants, 
the same thought that is echoed in the 
#WeCanDoIt videos.

“We want to provide tangible role models, 
people just like you and me, people that 
delegates can identify with. Also, we have 
all managed to be successful right here in 
Doha, which is important as the perception 
is often that 'it’s great but it won’t work 
here',” expands Zeitler.

One example of this is the Mastermind 
Experiences at HWW, shares Zeitler. 
“Instead of having ordinary plenary sessions 
where 300 people just sit in the audience 
and hear the boring one-sided lectures, we 
give our delegates the opportunity to work 
together in small groups, to discuss, share 
with and inspire each other, to draw new 
insights from those around them, benefit 
from all these other women’s experience 
and expertise to improve their own 
situation,” she says.

It is in one of these sessions, the 
“The Sensational World Cafe”, that the 
#WeCanDoIt film will be screened, 
discloses Zeitler.

“Let me explain how the Sensational 
World Cafe works. As participants come 
into the room, they find the tables covered 

in paper, they will be delighted by a 
wonderful smell in the air and tasty treats 
on the tables, as well as soft music playing 
and colours spread out on all the tables – all 
the senses get involved to wake us up and re-
energize us at the end of the day. We watch 
the film and then the first question is asked,” 
she says.

Questions like how you relate to what 
the women in the film are talking about 
and what resonates most strongly will be 
discussed.

The question is then deliberated at 
each table, while each delegate at the table 
participates in the discussion, takes notes on 
the paper-covered table and adds diagrams, 
etc., to it to record her thoughts and ideas on 
the question.

“After several minutes, each table 
nominates one person to be the ‘host’ of 
the table. She stays, as everyone else moves 
to other tables and new constellations are 
formed. The host at each table then fills the 
new group in on what has been discussed at 
their table so far,” she continues.

This is then continued with the next 
question, which ideally builds on the first 
one. It would be, “If you were interviewed 
for a similar project, what would be the 
message that you would most want to share.”

This continues and in the end a few of the 
groups share some of their findings with the 
whole group. 

“We have found that this process allows 
for discussions to gain more depth, to reach 
another level. The outcomes are usually 
both energizing and inspiring for the 
participants,” says Zeitler 

KHADEEJA ABU HALIQA

IS WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT 
IMPORTANT TO YOU?

I am always supporting women’s 
empowerment globally. I was chosen 
by a UN platform in 2013 to represent 
women in the Middle East and to empower 
them to start their own businesses and 
careers from ground level. I'm a fashion 
designer and trainer and I feel part of my 
responsibilities is to create awareness for 
my society. Because each woman can be a 
leader in her area, she needs to know how 
to get the awareness that each one of us 
was not born with talent, but we learn step 
by step.

WHAT OTHER INITIATIVES DO YOU 
SUPPORT?

I support women to improve their lifestyle 
and I'm working as an ambassador to one 
of the UN platforms to empower women in 
the Middle East, to showcase and to advise 
women on how to build on their basic 
talent and to grow big financially.

WHAT IMPACT ARE YOU HOPING THE 
FILM WILL HAVE?

I hope the film can show women that they 
can be standing where we are and one 
day, they will be in this film or other films 
to create awareness in the society. And, 
in each home it is great that their sisters, 
brothers and husbands can look at them 
as role models – this is a big achievement 
in someone’s career. My goal is to build 
on a woman's youth role model for my 
lovely young sister and for me, this is the 
achievement when I wake up and see my 
sister feeling proud about what I have 
achieved.

ABOUT HOW WOMEN WORK

The seventh and final edition of HWW is 
scheduled for March 8-9, 2016 with the 
theme ‘Connecting the Dots’.  Once again it 
will be interactive and relevant to the women 
with aspirations and ambitions who live and 
(want to) work and connect in Qatar. For 
more inspiration, please go to hwwqatar.com 
and to register and purchase your tickets 
online, please visit Eventbrite.

affairs > doha diary

The Team behind the #WeCanDoIt programme
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In a city like Doha, where one is starved 
for distractions, it is a wonder how 
Adventure Rooms escaped our notice 
for as long as it did. This unique physical 
adventure game/mental obstacle 

course has become increasingly popular 
in the West and was introduced to Qatar 
towards the end of last year. And going by 
their booking availability, it has sparked 
the imagination of Doha’s residents and 
that too through word of mouth alone. It is 
almost impossible to get a time slot on short 
notice unless you are prepared to wake up 
very early on a weekend morning and try to 
solve the puzzles bleary-eyed and still half 
asleep. 

We noticed a Facebook post on our 
timeline around late morning on a 
Thursday and by the evening had booked 
ourselves the only reasonable time slot 
available – at 10.30 pm on Saturday. By the 
time we finished the game and exited the 
apparently deserted apartment complex 
(of course it wasn’t) at around midnight, 
the eerie quiet of the night seemed to 
complement our recent experience and was 
strangely fitting. 

For obvious reasons, we won’t go into too 
much detail about what went on inside. But 
rest assured, there are no horror elements 
and it's fun for everyone aged between 9  
and 99. The game allows for 2-6 players in 
each of the two rooms and the more players 
there are, the less expensive it is (QR300 
each for two players and QR100 each for 
six players). These two rooms, or levels, 
need to be chosen at the time of booking 
– Crazy Scientist (medium difficulty) and 
Black Queen (hard difficulty). We rather 
ambitiously chose the latter and were 
given 15 minutes to familiarise ourselves 

GONE IN 60 MINUTES
It began like any regular night-out with friends. Until we were all 
handcuffed and locked =inside a dimly-lit, nondescript room.

By Ayswarya Murthy

with our “scenarios”. All the while, we are 
sitting in the stark and dramatic waiting 
room with black walls, anticipation rising 
to fever pitch. We half expect something to 
jump at us, although we know full well that 
jump scares are not on the cards. And then, 
rather anticlimactically, we are led in pairs 
to a smallish room and handcuffed around 
a table. And...that’s all she wrote.

It was slow going for a while but once 
we got into the groove, the puzzles started 
solving themselves. It was particularly 
fun for each of us to be holding different 
parts of the same puzzle, yelling over the 
spooky background music and squinting 
in the dim lighting to make sense of it all. 
At one point, we were truly stuck, having 
gone over every clue fifteen times; there 
were still 30 minutes on the clock and we 
exchanged worried looks at the prospect of 
sitting there for half an hour and breaking 
our heads over an unsolvable puzzle. 
This is when we thought everything was 
going to go downhill, but luckily (and also 
embarrassingly) help was forthcoming. 
Ultimately we ran out the clock and were 

told that we were only one puzzle away 
from getting the final key to our escape. It 
assuaged our broken egos a little bit. 

It was definitely a couple of hours well 
spent and not too heavy on the pocket if you 
rope in enough of your friends. Adventure 
Rooms is also gaining popularity among 
corporates for whom it serves as a fun, 
team-building exercise. It is small wonder 
that escape rooms like these are such a 
popular entertainment option; they offer 
delicious escapism to the jaded and provide 
a rare bonding opportunity removed from 
our digital screens 
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Celebrated annually on the second Tuesday in February every 
year, Qatar National Sport Day encourages residents to actively 
engage in various sports activities. #QNSD2016 saw exciting 
activities of walkathons, marathons, bollywood dancing, rock 
climbing, football, yoga, badminton and sack races amongst 
others, for adults and kids alike at venues like Aspire Park, 
Museum of Islamic Art Park, Qatar Foundation Hamad Bin Khalifa 
University and most five-star hotels in Doha.

FUN, FROLIC 
AND SPORTS

affairs > doha diary
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city life > doha diary

S
idra’s National Development Pro-
grammes focus on developing and 
empowering local talent to support 
Qatar’s National Vision 2030. “In part-

nership with Sidra’s simulation team and 
support from several of our clinical leads 
including Nursing and Pediatric Emergen-
cy, our outreach programmes are packaged 
to give students first-hand experience in a 
simulation-type setting. The programme 
gives students the opportunity to learn 
more about careers in medicine. It is very 
encouraging to see the growing interest 
in healthcare careers amongst our youth 
today and the curiosity they display when 
using some of the simulation technology 

and manikins,” said Dr Eiman Al Ansari, 
Executive Director of Learning and Devel-
opment and Director of National Develop-
ment at Sidra. Following the success of the 
job shadowing programme with the Bedaya 
Center last year, Sidra has continued its 
partnership by launching two job shadow-
ing programmes this year. The programme 
aims at providing an opportunity for high 
school students to work and shadow a Sidra 
employee for a day. More than 16 students 
were mentored by department leads at 
Sidra including Communications, Recruit-
ment and the Simulation Center in the first 
round in January.

Sidra and Medical and Research 
Center (Sidra) announced 
its National Development 
Programmes for 2016 which 
include education grants, 
internship and job shadowing 
opportunities.

SIDRA MOVES 
FORWARD

T
hrough the partnership, the SC will work with QM on both a con-
sultancy and service delivery basis. At the same time, QM will sup-
port the SC in the development and evaluation of various projects, 
as well as delivering a number of events and workshops. QM will 

also be installing a number of artworks in all of the 2022 FIFA World 
Cup stadiums as part of the collaboration. The partnership will provide 
access for the SC to QM’s resources, facilities and institutions, and al-
low for joint promotional activities through various channels, including 
social media and newsletters. The SC recently organised workshops at 
the Fire Station, the home of QM’s Artist in Residence Programme. The 
workshops were led by Qatari artist Faraj Daham and Saudi Arabian art-
ist Saddiq Wasil. Participants were inspired by the proposed stadium 
designs, along with the SC’s Al Rayyan Recycled Art Project, which will 
see deconstructed materials being used to create installations within the 
new Al Rayyan Stadium and precinct.

The partnership between Qatar Museums 
(QM) and the Supreme Committee for Delivery 
& Legacy (SC) is designed to build and 
strengthen the collaboration that already 
exists between the two organisations.

QATAR MUSEUMS 
SUITS UP FOR 2022
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T
he events celebrated the milestones of 
the bilateral relationship reached in 
recent years. “Shared appreciation for 
and understanding of different cultures 

connects us in a way that allows us to better 
conduct all other conversations, whether on 
diplomacy, trade, or politics.  It allows us to 
understand each other as human beings and 
on a personal level,” said Ambassador Dana 

Shell Smith. 
Tracking and analyzing the 2016 U.S. 

presidential campaign was covered by 
two experts on American politics who 
took up topics such as media coverage of 
the campaign, what to watch for and the 
underlying meaning of the campaign as well 
as how to gauge outcomes. 

Movie lovers watched Oscar winning title 
‘The Revenant’ and ‘Selma’ to celebrate 
American Cinema. 

American fashion labels brought their best 
to Fifty One East showcasing some of the 
iconic designs of the season. 

The American food experience was 
celebrated at the New York Steakhouse in 
Marriott Marquis City Centre with guest 
chef Andy Arndt, featuring California cuisine 
paired with finest grapes and live cooking 
demonstrations.

In collaboration with ROTA’s Cambodian partner, the Monithapana Foundation, volunteers visited the 
Vihear Suork School in the Kandar district and the Dubai Islamic School community, where several 
of the workshops were held. ROTA’s volunteers facilitated the workshops, which were based on the 
needs expressed by Cambodian schoolteachers from local communities. In total, 100 teachers and 
students have participated in the workshop series, which will, in turn, benefit more than 700 students.
This year’s trip builds on progress made last year, when 26 ROTA volunteers, including students and 
teachers from Qatar-based independent schools for girls, travelled to Cambodia to conduct vital 
educational training for local schools.

Rota volunteers 
return to Cambodia
Fifteen volunteers from Reach Out To Asia (ROTA) have returned 
from an eight-day trip to Cambodia which was designed to 
provide support to the Cambodian community and learn more 
about how education shapes human development.

Tal Axelrod and Brandon Wilson from Northwestern 
University’s home campus in Illinois are in Doha to 
embark on a residency experience with Al Jazeera 
English (AJE). 

TRAVEL ABROAD

DISCOVER AMERICA WEEK
The week-long series of events celebrating the 
partnership between Qatar and the United States 
highlighted American business and innovation, 
education, travel, food, music, fashion, art and culture.
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Stephanie Hermine Chahabian
Brand Strategist, Tonino Lamborghini Luxury Beverages

Qatar Today follows the daily 
routines of professionals around the 

country from all walks of life.

By Ayswarya Murthy

A day in the life of...

Work and play are inseparably intertwined in Stephanie 
Chahabian’s regular day. It’s not surprising considering 
she is responsible for the promotion of the luxury energy 
drink, Tonino Lamborghini, not only at the Middle East 
headquarters in Qatar but also in the UAE.

With most mornings passing quietly as she gets 
caught up in emails and paperwork, Chahabian’s 
day really only begins late mornings, when she 
starts her daily meetings with managers of luxury 
properties, Food & Beverage managers at five-
star hotels, event managers and promoters, etc. 
“I interact with a lot of people, sometimes sitting 
in on upwards of three meetings each day,” she 
says.

As the voice of the brand in the 
country, her job is to introduce 
their line of products and bring 
their coffee, tea, hot chocolate 
and, particularly, energy drink 
labels to Qatar. The high-end 
brand doesn’t deal in retail sales 
and the only distribution outlet is 
through five-star F&B outlets and 
during special events. Forging 
partnerships is easy, thanks not 
only to her vivacious personality, 
but also to Lamborghini’s brand 
value. “Everyone loves the name, 
for obvious reasons,” she says.

 Working on the energy drink is a 
particularly interesting proposition as 
the company often sponsors nightlife 

events (often a season of collaboration 
– like Lamborghini nights), VIP lounges 

in sporting events like the handball 
championships, launch parties like the 
one for FTV, and the opening of luxury 

outlets. Even before the events, this 
involves a lot of “off-site” work like 
recruiting promoters, working with 

designers on the branding and creating 
buzz on social media.

The events themselves are often 
on Thursdays or the weekends, 
which means Chahabian 
sometimes effectively has 
seven-day work weeks. She finds 
herself representing the brand 
in at least one of these events 
every week. Last month, the 
brand sponsored Pacha Ibiza Tour 
in Qatar and Chahabian was on  
hand during the night to make 
sure that Tonino Lamborghini 
branding was set up well and had 
good visibility, that it was the 
exclusive drink that night, and 
also to provide more information 
about the product when asked. 
“It’s a new brand and people 
are very curious especially 
considering the universal appeal 
of Lamborghini,” she says.

When asked what she loves about her job, Chahabian 
says, “I love meeting new people and working in a 
dynamic environment, keeping up with the ever-
expanding customer base and dealing with new 
challenges that come with competition. You need 
more than two eyes to survive in this job. And I love 
being constantly on the move, not only inside Doha 
but also in Dubai, to where I often fly in order to train 
local promotional and marketing teams.”






