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1.  INTRODUCTION
Overwhelming developments in information technology (IT) have affected our economic and social life all over the world in many ways. The world is now witnessing a revolution in informatics with effects that far outweigh those of the industrial revolution. Thanks to space communications technology and the proliferation of computer networks and the internet, integration between information technology and communications has turned the world into a global village, where individuals are able to enter into commercial transactions and access information on any subject from anywhere in the world speedily and economically.

Aware of the impact of the information technology on enhancing corporate productivity and increasing the capacity of corporations to reach new markets, transcending geographical and political barriers, developed countries have provided, since the mid nineties, the infrastructure needed for information technology to reach all economic, social and service sectors of their economy. They have also allocated the necessary funds and adopted appropriate policies and incentives, together with national programmes, to encourage the information technology industry and strengthen their research institutions. This has enabled the restructuring of their institutions to cope with the new realities in the regional and international arena, created job opportunities, and improved the social services such as education and health. It has also enhanced efficiency in administrations. All that has been reflected in progress and prosperity for their people.

As for developing countries, most of them have embarked, since the eighties, on pursuing the objectives of their development plans and strategies. They have invested in information and telecommunication technologies to the extent possible within their respective financial means and level of development. In general, they have tried to apply a two-fold strategy, i.e. use of information technology for the development of their basic services, such as education, health and government institutions on one side, and, on the other side, for the development of modern industries in the fields of computer hardware and software, often with assistance from local and foreign investors. They have made efforts to meet the demand of their local markets and to reduce their dependence on the outside world. The success of such strategies has depended on the political will of their leadership and also on their relation to the realities of their social, economic and cultural environment.

The present report highlights the efforts made by Saudi Arabia in the development and application of information technology in national planning, reviews current initiatives and projects, and presents the main indicators used to gauge the progress of the Saudi society towards an information society.

2.  National Plans and Studies

Saudi Arabia attaches special importance to information technology and has given it prominence in national planning, as described below:


2.1
Seventh five-year development plan

The seventh development plan in Saudi Arabia includes a clear vision of the role of information technology in the economy. The plan envisages, among other things, a national plan for the use of information technology (IT) for scientific and economic development. The IT plan would include programmes aimed at facilitating the availability of and easy access to the most recent information, determining the roles of data producing and data collection entities, information integration, establishing information systems within the national information network, and making information technology and information services accessible to all segments of the society.

The plan sets the country’s vision for bridging the technological gap between Saudi Arabia and the developed world by 2020. Strategies have been developed for investing in the use of information technology for human development along the lines of international standards in order to enhance local capabilities to handle modern technologies.


2.2
National policy for science and technology

The Council of Ministers, on 8 July 2002, approved the national policy for science and technology paper, which had been prepared jointly by the Ministry of Planning and the King Abdul Aziz City for Science and technology (KACST). The paper contains ten strategic principles, each encompassing a number of mechanisms and programmes for the implementation of the country’s science and technology policy. The tenth principle focuses on the availability of and accessibility to scientific and technological information, through the application of a number of steps, i.e.

(
Development, strengthening and facilitating accessibility to national scientific and technological databases,

(
Development of national programmes to encourage the production, dissemination, and exchange of information, and to facilitate the application and accessibility of such information, with a view to integration in the information age,

(
Developing mechanisms for the security and protection of information,

(
Strengthening the use of the Arabic language in the information technology,

(
Development of a national information plan in support of global development in the country,

(
More focus on the adaptation and national development of information technology with a view to enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the use of information in the country.

KACST and the Ministry of Planning are in the process of preparing the fourth phase of the comprehensive national plan for science and technology, comprising a number of mechanisms to implement programmes and projects aimed at the realization of the national policy objectives for science and technology.


2.3
Adaptation of IT 

KACST and the King Fahd University have prepared two studies on the adaptation of information technology. KACST’s document is entitled “National vision of the adaptation and use of IT in Saudi Arabia”, and the latter study is a draft national plan for the adaptation of information technology.


2.4
National IT plan 

On 6 March 2001, a royal directive instructed the Saudi IT Association to prepare a national IT plan and propose the needed mechanisms for its implementation. Accordingly, the secretariat has embarked on two parallel paths:

The first path: Preparation of the plan and of implementation strategies. A number of preliminary studies have been conducted, and work is proceeding on the preparation of a comprehensive plan with a long term perspective of IT in the country for the next 20 years, and a five-year rolling plan.

The studies covered an analysis of the current situation, experience of other countries, and modern technologies in the field relating to four main areas:

(
Education and culture,

(
Economy and trade,

(
Communications and information security,

(
Administration and services.

Each of the above areas is divided into a number of sub-areas. Annex 1 lists the main and sub-areas with a brief description of each.

The second path: Preparation of initiatives for immediate implementation to address urgent issues pending the application of the comprehensive plan. A paper on “initiatives for immediate implementation” has been finalized. It covers a number of urgent IT issues that call for immediate action. It includes six main proposals that cover restructuring of the information sector, training of human resources in the field of informatics, development of the ICT infrastructure, development of IT industries, strengthening of the Arabic and Islamic content, and enhancing the realization of e-government.

The final plan is due to be finalized by the end of 2003.

3.  IT infrastructure

3.1
Ministry of Communications and Information Technology

3.1
The creation of the Ministry of Communications and Information Technology reflects the importance the country attaches to this vital sector. The aim is to benefit from ICT’s in the process of rapid and integrated development of the country’s social, economic and administrative life, and to enhance the development of an information society. This process should also contribute to the increasing and diversification of the sources of revenue, to the optimum use of available resources, and to achieving medium and long term savings. It should also contribute to the well-being of the people, and should enhance the country’s competitiveness both regionally and internationally.


3.2
Saudi Communications and Information Technology Commission

Saudi Arabia has adopted a privatization strategy aimed at improving the efficiency and competitiveness of the national economy. It encourages private investment and participation. It provides incentives for private participation, both domestic and foreign, in capital investment and production.

The establishment of the Saudi Communications and Information Technology Commission on 27 June 2001, and the adoption of the telecommunications legislation and its regulation, have opened the telecommunication market to competition, and laid the legal framework for the development of a competitive telecommunication sector.  

The Saudi Communications Commission is an autonomous entity that enjoys financial and administrative independence. Its responsibilities include: regulation of the telecommunication sector, securing the provision of advanced communication services, creating a favourable environment for fair competition, and protection of public interests and of the rights of telecommunications employees, securing the confidentiality and security of communications, ensuring that the sector adapt to new technologies and developments, securing the right to access to public network at affordable prices. All of the above has to be applied with utmost transparency and fairness.

The telecommunication regulation was issued on 27 July 2002. It defines the duties and responsibilities of the Saudi Communications Commission in maintaining the provision of quality telecommunication services at affordable prices. It includes an important chapter on the procedures for amending the regulation in order to take into consideration the rapid changes in the telecommunications and information field.

The Commission has recently finalized its rules of procedure that apply to the Commission and related agencies in their processing of applications for licenses. Drawing on the experience of other countries, it is developing a number of regulatory tools that would establish a flexible and effective system for competition. Bearing in mind the need for creating a favourable environment for competition, it is working on an effective interconnection system that would facilitate interface between different service providers. An integral part of such a system would be the availability of a system of interconnection based on cost. At the same time the Commission is working on the preparation of a national frequency plan and a national coding plan. The ultimate goal is the liberalization of the market and open competition.

The Commission is studying plans for opening the data and mobile market to competition. It is envisaged that licenses will be granted to providers of such services within two years. It is also expected that licenses will be granted by the end of the year for VSAT service.

The establishment of the commission as an independent entity has contributed to fast and flexible dealing with changes in the domestic, regional and international environments, not only in matters of economy and competition but also in matters related to international standards, in addition to regulatory rules that would place the sector within the international classification.


3.3
Communications sector

The decision by the Saudi Government to sell 30% of its equity in the Saudi Telecom Company has been taken within the framework of the Government policy to transform the telecommunication sector into a private corporation as a step towards complete liberalization of the sector, starting by mobile service and fixed service by 2004 and 2008 respectively. The decision to market the shares of the Saudi Telecom Company has been greeted with great satisfaction in the commercial and financial circles as a practical step to implement the Government policy of privatization of a number of facilities, services and economic activities.

Privatization of the telecommunication sector has produced special interest in the sector from a positive economic point of view. The sector has witnessed some big development, including greater demand for Internet service in all its aspects. The growth trend is reflected in the big demand for the services of the company since its inception. Demand for fixed service has increased dramatically as a result of the development and expansion of the company. The number of fixed lines has increased by 73% since 1997, and the number of subscribers has risen to 3.4 millions by the end of 2002, with a penetration rate of 15% of the total population, a still low ratio that shows that expansion potentials are tremendous.

Mobile service has also grown fast both in terms of number of subscribers and penetration rate. The number of subscribers in mobile service has risen from 316 000 in 1997 to more that five million in 2002. Penetration rate has jumped from around 1.7% in 1997 to 11.8% in 2001 and 22.7% in 2002.

Data transmission circuits have increased by 6.3% annually since 1997. The number of data circuits, according to Saudi Telecom, has risen from 15 000 in 1997 to over 20 000 in the first quarter of 2002, and is expected to increase to 40 000 by 2006, at an annual growth rate of 18.3%.

In supporting the trend of increasing the share of the private sector in economic activities and in the economic and social development the Government is fulfilling its role in establishing the needed balance between economic activities and the actors in the field.


3.4
Internet

Internet service started in Saudi Arabia in 1998 following Council of Ministers’ decision 163 of 4 March 1997 authorizing the provision of the service under certain controls aimed at making the service available to customers to benefit from the great potentials of the internet, while, at the same time, protecting the values and Islamic beliefs of the Saudi society. The controls relate to blocking access to inappropriate content.

Internet service is provided through three channels: the Internet services unit at KACST, Saudi Telecom, and ISPs. The Internet unit at KACST manages and operates the international lines through which the national Internet network is connected to the international network; it supervises the Internet gateway and blocks undesirable sites. Saudi Telecom provides, manages and maintains the telecommunication infrastructure in the country. It provides the linkage between customers and ISPs, between ISPs and the KACST network, and between KACST and the international network. Figure 1 shows a simple diagram of the Internet infrastructure in Saudi Arabia.

Figure 1

Internet infrastructure in Saudi Arabia
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The number of Internet subscribers was estimated at 100 000 at the end of 1999. That number has increased to 425 000 in 2001, and to 625 000 at the end of 2002. The number of users has reached 1 375 000 in 2002, or 6.41% of the population. In addition there are some 3500 digital subscriber lines and about 2500 leased lines.

For reliability of service, multiple linkages are used, through a number of international ISPs and optic fiber lines via different marine cables.

KACST supervises the assignment of domain names in the international domain (.sa). The service is offered free of charge for users in the Kingdom. Figure 2 shows the distribution of domain names registered in the country as of January 2003. 

Figure 2

Registered domain names as of Jan. 2003 ‏
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3.5
Security of information

Following Council of Ministers decision 163 of 4 March 1997 authorizing the provision of internet service, an interagency standing committee for the security of information was established, presided by the Ministry of Interior, with membership of a number of agencies. The Committee is entrusted with the control and regulation of issues relating to the management and security of information. The Committee has issued regulation governing the use of the Internet in the country. It has also developed a draft system for information protection and control of Internet piracy.

4.  Capacity Building

The programmes of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Higher Education, and the General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training, have kept abreast of new and ongoing developments in the IT field both at the regional and international levels.

Some of the achievements and work being done in this area are summarized in the following:

4.1
Dissemination of knowledge in the field of informatics

Attention has been given to informatics at a relatively early stage at all levels of public education. Information culture is the cornerstone of all programmes of skill development through self-education and continuing education. It is also one of the main requirements for providing the new generations with the skills they need to enable them to use and benefit from ICT, and to access, analyze, and evaluate information. The Government efforts are made in two complementary directions:

(
Developing the educational facilities and providing them with computer labs, equipped with virtual intelligence techniques; and implementation of a project to produce educational software that serves the educational programmes at all levels.

(
Training and vocational development: Providing training for all workers in IT related activities in the educational system. The aim is to achieve effective management and efficient use of facilities, equipment and networks. The training plan includes:

-
Training of instructors, through organized courses and remote training. One project that is being implemented in this area is the “Use of ICT in teaching science and mathematics at the secondary level of education “ which is jointly sponsored by the Ministry of Education, UNESCO, and a number of national, regional and international organizations, with support from the national private sector.

Teachers are also given support and incentives to apply for International Computer Driving License (ICDL) and Teacher Computer Driving License (TCDL) with international accredited corporations.


4.2
Integration of ICT in education

A comprehensive plan has been launched to integrate ICT in education. Projects under way in this area include:

1.
Prince Abdulla ibn Abdul Aziz computer project for students “Watany”

Watany is a project that reflects the importance the country attaches to ICT and its role in building an information society. Saudi Arabia has adopted ITC as its vehicle for achieving its development objectives and for preparing the new generations for the challenges of our age. The project is supported by HM King Fahd and is sponsored by HRH Prince Abdulla. The project envisages provision of a computer per ten students, connecting all schools with the national network, and providing LAN service in each school.

2.
Developing school libraries into learning resources centers (LRC)

The project aims at developing all school libraries in government and private education institutes and teachers’ training colleges into LRCs, where access is provided to all printed and non-printed sources of information, including ICT, and integrating them in the education and learning process.  The aim is to make those LRCs a rich environment that applies modern educational methods, which emphasize the role of the learner.

3.
Computer-based labs

Computer-based labs have been introduced to give students first hand experience through experimenting and hands-on activities. They represent a positive change from traditional education methods based on memorizing. Students are given the opportunity to learn through experimenting, observation and induction, using interactive software applications on computer sensors. In this technology the components of scientific experiments are integrated, with the computer doing the gauging, and this manner becomes a lab component.

4.
“Ta’heel” Project for training high school students in the field of informatics

This project has been initiated to better align computer curricula with the rapid changes in computer hardware and software. The project aims at preparing high school graduates in the field of informatics, in cooperation with the Saudi Computer Association and a number of private sector firms.

The project is a two year training course in five areas of informatics: desk top techniques, system development, internet, computer networks, and computer maintenance. 

5.
Digital technique centers

Those centers have been established in the various governorates and educational regions with a view to meeting their educational needs in the areas of digital contents and educational applications. The centers are equipped with a unit for the production of digital interactive educational aids to support school curricula and other enrichment programmes.

5.  Present Initiatives and Programmes

Several important initiatives in the field of ICTs have been undertaken. Some government agencies are active at present in the different aspects, including:


5.1
e-Commerce

Establishing e-Commerce Committee:

A royal directive was issued on 14 February 1999, for the establishment of a Standing Committee on e-Commerce. Representation level on this committee was later raised to the level of the undersecretary, under the chairmanship of the Undersecretary of State for the Ministry of Commerce for Technical Affairs.

Mandate of the Committee

1.
To follow up recent developments in the field of e-Commerce, and take necessary steps for keeping abreast with these developments, as well as benefiting from world expertise in this field;

2.
Identify requirements and needs for harnessing e-Commerce technology and applications for the benefit of the national economy, and establish coordination among concerned agencies in taking practical steps for promoting e-Commerce; and

3.
Follow up on the steps to be taken and preparing periodical progress reports.

Plan of Action:

The Committee identified the requirements for promoting the technology of e-Commerce in Saudi Arabia, within the framework of the Plan of Action approved on 7 August 2001. The Committee holds monthly meetings for undertaking the tasks identified in the Plan of Action.

The Plan of Action covers the following fields:

1)
Establishing the necessary Public Key Infrastructure (PKI), in order to provide safe and secure transactions, identity verification of dealers as well as the safety of interchanged messages; establishing a mechanism for issuing digital certificates; and securing the requirements of the certifying agencies as to the safety of document and the technical specifications of the electronic signatures;

2)
Developing payment systems necessary for undertaking all banking transactions, for executing electronic transactions swiftly and safely through electronic means;

3)
Developing communications infrastructure for supporting e-Commerce technologies, and securing data transfer services with the required rates and bandwidths, effectively and reliably all over Saudi Arabia;

4)
Establishing the legal and legislative framework necessary for applying electronic transactions and related contracts; securing honouring commitments; safeguarding dealers rights; and certifying electronic signatures;

5)
Identifying data safety requirements as well as the privacy of personal data;

6)
Proving public services electronically through the so-called “e-Government”;

7)
Establishing a electronic system for government procurement, including calling for bids and related procedures;

8)
Establishing a marketing website for national companies and factories, to enable them market and sell their products in and outside Saudi Arabia through the Internet;

9)
Promoting the propagation of e-Commerce concepts and applications, and encouraging related investments;

10)
Providing related support services for e-Commerce applications, such as: improving the delivery of postal parcels, and identifying the addresses of government agencies, trading companies and individuals;

11)
Promoting awareness of e-Commerce, with all its benefits and possible positive results, and promoting confidence in the efficiency and safety of electronic transactions;

12)
Training national human resources for meeting the demand which is expected to increase with the spread of e-Commerce in Saudi Arabia; and

13)
Undertaking studies and research on ways and means of benefiting from e-Commerce technologies in Saudi Arabia.

Role of the Private Sector:

An e-Commerce advisory team of businessmen has been established. This advisory team, which includes a selected number of experienced businessmen interested in e-Commerce, will act as a proactive link with investors in e-Commerce, for providing advice and making proposals for promoting e-Commerce in Saudi Arabia, ensuring the environment necessary for initiating its application in both the public and private sectors, and providing incentives for investing in e-Commerce technologies.  The advisory team undertakes field visits and holds meetings with concerned government agencies, for reviewing progress in meeting the requirements for e-Commerce. Regular meetings are also held with the Permanent Committee on e-Commerce for discussing ideas and proposals for securing the required environment and e-Commerce technologies and applications in Saudi Arabia.


5.2
e-Government Programme

Under a royal directive dated 20 March 2003, and within the framework of the strategic visions for applying e-Government, the Public Investments Fund of the Ministry of Finance laid down a programme for establishing e-Government, based on a detailed Action Plan that includes policies for establishing e-Government projects, securing the interrelationship between the different systems in future, providing government services for citizens, expatriates and the private sector through electronic means, as well as interchanging information and data between government agencies electronically. The programme includes undertaking several related activities, such as: the establishment of a Single Portal for government services, securing an automated software that would cover all applications related to government procurement, stock control, financial procedures, and similar other applications common among government agencies.

The strategic vision of the Ministry of Finance and National Economy is based on a decentralized approach in executing the projects related to e-Government. These projects may be divided into two types:

First, projects related to the activities of a ministry or a government agency, in which case the ministry or agency would be responsible for executing the project according to set rules and regulations.

Second, joint projects benefiting several ministries, of forming part of the infrastructure for e-Government, in which case execution would be the responsibility of the e-Government Programme.


5.3
Saudi Project for Electronic Data Interchange (SaudiEDI)

The Public Investments Fund of the Ministry of Finance is implementing the Saudi Project for Electronic Data Interchange (SaudiEDI) with the aim of securing speed and transparency in business.  This project is concerned with international trade (import and export services), i.e. e-Trade in Saudi Arabia. It would include the electronic interchange of the consignment manifest information, delivery papers, and the various items of import-export information among the different concerned agencies, i.e. the Customs Department, the General Ports Department, shipping agents, clearing agents, etc.


5.4
Electronic Financial and Banking Services

The Saudi Monetary Authority has established a system for speedy money transfer known as “SARIE”. This is an integrated system for the immediate settlement of transfers among Saudi banks, through their accounts with the Saudi Monetary Authority. In addition, the Saudi Monetary Authority has developed several other systems, including, an automated information system on Saudi shares (transactions). Information is interchanged at present, between the Ministry of Finance and the Saudi Monetary Authority, on government income and cheque payments. Under this system, no cheque may be honoured unless related information has been relayed to Saudi Monetary Authority, thus enabling the electronic verification of bank cheques. In collaboration with Saudi Monetary Authority, the Ministry of Finance pays the salaries of all government civil servants and transfers them directly to their local bank accounts through the speedy money transfer system (SARIE), as a first stage with the aim of paying all other emoluments directly to the beneficiaries bank accounts at a later stage.

All national banks execute a number of banking services electronically through fixed line telephones, the Internet or mobile phones provided with the WAP function. Subscribers benefiting from this system can execute a number of banking services and transactions electronically, as well as paying public service invoices (electricity and communications bills), and traffic fines electronically, without having to go to the bank or the automated cash machines.


5.5
The Omrah Project

The Omrah project aims at issuing entry visas for those wishing to do the holy places in Saudi Arabia. Such persons would be able to send their applications for visas electronically through their travel agencies abroad. Applications would then be processed electronically by the Ministries of Haj, Foreign Affairs and the Interior, within 24 hours.


5.6
Smart Cards

Smart cards are among the latest information technologies. The speedy spread of their use all over the world and their multi-faceted applications clearly testify for the importance of this technology. Characterized by its high-storage capacity, the Smart Card contains a micro-processor capable of carrying out somewhat complex processes. In addition, their span of life is relatively long.

The Saudi Ministry of the Interior has given considerable attention to this technology since its introduction. Several studies have been undertaken, and a number of its staff have been trained on their use, development and programming. Steps are being taken by the Ministry of the Interior, at present, for replacing the personal identity cards by smart cards. At a later stage, this project would also include integrating other official cards such as the driving licence, and the family status card in the smart card. Efforts are also made for the introduction of electronic passports, which represent one of the latest technological innovations in the world.

One of the objectives of the Ministry of the Interior in this connection is to establish the infrastructure for the Public Key Infrastructure (PKI), which would open the door wide for several smart card applications.

6.  Indicators of the Transformation to the Information Society

There are several indicators used in measuring the transformation of any society to an information society, most of which depend on measuring the penetration of ICTs within a given society. The most important indicators used for this purpose include the density of fixed-line and mobile phones, the number of personal computers, and the number of Internet users/100 inhabitants. Such figures reflect the level of penetration of these technologies in the society, which in turn reflect the level of penetration of information interchange techniques, as well as an indicator of the size of the information industry and information companies.


6.1
Penetration of Fixed-Line and Mobile Phones

The last five years witnessed continued increase in the number of fixed-line subscribers. In 1998, teledensity amounted to 6.7%, representing 36.96% of the number of households in Saudi Arabia. This figure kept its upward trend to reach 12.3% in 1999. At present, teledensity amounts to 15% of the number of inhabitants, and household penetration amounts to 91.64%. Figure 3 shows the trend of fixed-line density up to the end of 2002.
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	Indicators
	1998 
	1999 
	2000 
	2001 
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	1200
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	2850
	3129
	3317
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	13.7%
	14.6%
	15.0%
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	36.96%
	74.49%
	83.15%
	88.83%
	91.64%
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Figure 3 – Fixed-Line Phone Density

ِAs to mobile phones, the last five years witnessed large strides. The number of subscribers increased from 661 000 in 1998, representing teledensity of 3.3% of the number of inhabitants to 5 008 000 at the end of 2002, covering 22.7% of the inhabitants. The following figure shows the trend of mobile phone density up to the end of 2002.


[image: image8.wmf] 

Mobile Phones

 

661

 

847

 

1453

 

2530

 

5008

 

0

 

1000

 

2000

 

3000

 

4000

 

5000

 

6000

 

1998

 

 

 

1999

 

 

 

2000

 

 

 

2001

 

 

 

2002

 

 

 

Year

 

Number

 

    

X 

1000

   Subscribers

 


	Indicators
	1998 
	1999 
	2000 
	2001 
	2002 
	Notes

	Total LIS (1000)
	661
	847
	1453
	2530
	5008
	K

	Teledensity
	3.3%
	4.2%
	6.9%
	11.8%
	22.7%
	 % 


Figure 4 – Mobile Phone Density


6.2
Penetration of Personal Computers and Number of Internet Users

The number of personal computers in 1998 amounted to 860 000, benefiting 4.3% of the inhabitants. By the year 2001, the number of PCs increased to 1 425 000, at a rate of 6.5%, and a household penetration of 39.4%. Figure 5 shows the trend increase in the number of PCs over the last five years, from 1998 to the end of 2002.
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	Indicators
	1998 
	1999 
	2000 
	2001 
	2002 
	Notes

	Personal Computer(1000)
	860
	1200
	1325
	1375
	1425
	K

	Teledensity
	4.3%
	5.9%
	6.4%
	6.4%
	6.5%
	 % 

	HH Penetration
	26.5%
	35.9%
	38.7%
	39.0%
	39.4%
	 % 


Figure 5 – Penetration of Personal Computers

As to the Internet, the number of users reached some 1 375 000 user by the end of 2002, representing 6.41% of the number of inhabitants. Figure 6 shows the trend increase in the number of Internet accounts and users over the last five years.
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	Indicators
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002
	Notes

	Accounts(1000)
	
	100
	250
	425
	625
	K

	Users (1000)
	
	220
	550
	935
	1375
	K

	Accounts/100
	
	0.49%
	1.19%
	1.98%
	2.83%
	%

	Users/100 Inh
	
	1.11%
	2.71%
	4.48%
	6.41%
	%


Figure 6 – The number of Internet Accounts and Users per 100 inhabitants


6.3
Penetration of Information Technology in Saudi Companies

In 2001, King AbdulAziz City for Science and Technology undertook a study on the penetration of information technology in medium and small companies in Saudi Arabia. The study showed that all companies had personal computers, that 82% of Saudi companies had servers, that 94% of these companies used LANs, but most of them (64%) had no independent computer department. In addition, the percentage of Saudi nationals working in the IT field in these companies was only 12.5%.

7.  Conclusions

Recognizing the great role of ICTs in the economic advancement of countries and societies, the government of Saudi Arabia has given special attention to these technologies and has taken steps for promoting ICTs at different levels.

At the planning level, the Seventh Development Plan envisages the role of ICTs in 2020. Also, the national policy document for science and technology, adopted by the Council of Ministers, envisages the adoption and development of information technology, together with mechanisms for achieving this objective. The Saudi Computing Association has been requested to prepare a national plan for information technology, as a development support tool in order to keep abreast with the information era.

At the level of the infrastructure, the recent establishment of the Ministry of Telecommunications and Information Technology highlights the attention given by Saudi Arabia to this important field. Also, the Telecommunications Authority in Saudi Arabia has been restructured in order to create the proper environment for growth and open new horizons in this field.

Requirements have been secured for expanding the Internet and providing access to it at all levels. In order to make use of its vast resources in preparing for the information society and the knowledge society, attention has also been given to issue of information security and protecting the Internet against misuse, in order to concentrate on the positive aspects and protect the Saudi society from the passive sides of using such technologies. On the other hand, attention has been given to capacity building through training.

The government has also taken several initiatives to support the ICT sector, including the e-Government programme, the Saudi project of electronic information interchange aimed at securing speed and transparency in business, and the Saudi system for speedy money transfer within the framework of a wider initiative for electronic financial and banking services, the smart card project, the Omrah project for streamlining the process of issuing visas electronically, etc.

The efforts exerted by Saudi Arabia in ICT fields may be measured through applying the different indicators of ICT penetration in the Saudi society, namely the indicators of Internet use, the use of ICTs in Saudi companies, the number of PCs, the number of fixed-line phones and mobile phones – all of which indicate an accelerating growth of such technologies in Saudi Arabia in recent years.
Annex 1 –
The Main Areas of the National Plan

for Information Technology

The National plan for Information Technology covers four main areas, namely Culture and Education; Trade and Economy; Communications and Information Security; and Management and Services. Each of these main areas covers sub-areas. Details are shown in the following table.

1.
Culture and Education

	Sub-areas
	Definition

	Preparing reliable national cadres in the field of information technology
	Education, rehabilitation and training programmes implemented by government and the private sector for preparing national cadres in the field of information technology, their relevance to present and future needs, and how to achieve quantitative and qualitative improvements in order to support the transformation to the information society.

	Information technology in education and computer literacy
	Optimum use (including initiation, establishment, development, selection and evaluation) of information technology at all stages of education (general, technical, vocational, graduate, post-graduate, and continuous education), as well as in training and how to improve information awareness in order to eradicate computer illiteracy for all the segments of the society. 

	Arab and Islamic cultures in the digital era
	Using information technology for promoting the spread of the basics of Arab and Islamic cultures, and encourage institutions and individuals to adopt such techniques in their advocacy, educational and cultural endeavours.


2.
Trade and Economy

	Sub-areas
	Definition

	IT industry adaptation
	Developing IT industry in all relevant areas, providing the prerequisites for establishing a national industry capable of competing at the local, regional and international levels, and ensuring the strategic needs of Saudi Arabia.

	e-Commerce
	Using IT for developing commercial activities, supporting transactions between trading institutions and between them and customers.

	Remote use of IT
	Executing information, procedural and managerial tasks, or any other professional tasks, through a communication media between two sides, and ensuring that such media would be the meeting point of the two sides regardless of the whereabouts of either side.


3.
Communications and Information Security

	Sub-areas
	Definition

	Communications and the Internet
	Benefiting from Internet and communications technologies and infrastructures in meeting national needs for the transformation to the information society.

	Information security
	Securing the requirements for information saving security, interchange, etc. through techniques, policies and institutions leading to the transformation to the information society.

	Rules and regulations governing information technology
	Rules and regulations covering electronic crimes, protecting national industries and protecting the consumer, encouraging investments and opening up competition, supporting the development and provision of services through the internet, as well as all efforts leading to the information society.


4.
Management and Services

	Sub-areas
	Definition

	e-Government
	Effective complementary use of ICTs for facilitating interaction between government sectors (Government to Government), between the government and the citizens (Government to Citizens) and between the government and the business sector (Government to Business).

	Informatics standards
	Ensuring the standards required for users, products and services, with a view to improving services and products, protecting the consumer, and promoting the transformation to the information society.

	IT in the military and the national security sectors
	Using information technologies in supporting the state’s efforts in the national security and military sectors, in order to increase their productivity and ability in the fields of surveillance, follow-up, control, planning and decision-making; improving services rendered to all users, and adapting information technologies in both sectors, as an important requirement for national security.

	IT in the public and private sectors
	Using information technologies in the public and private sectors for increasing efficiency, productivity and allowing for proper follow-up, surveillance and decision-making, as well as improving medical services provided to all beneficiaries.

	IT in the health sector
	Using information technologies closely related to the provision of medical services, such as medical information systems, improving managerial and financial performance, procurement systems and stock control. This would include connecting the various health sectors such as the e-medicine and smart cards, in addition to establishing databases that would support medical planning in Saudi Arabia.
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