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Electronic business (eBusiness) is about enabling organizations to cohesively bring together their processes and the Internet technologies for cost effectiveness, efficiency and better relationships among partners. These partners could be business organizations, customers, suppliers, government departments or citizens. eBusiness concepts and technologies can be applied in various areas of everyday life including, but not limited to, businesses, industry, government and education. However, its pervasive applications are found in commerce, government and services sectors of the economy. 

The introduction of the Internet has increasingly changed the way people conduct business. The availability of information, the speed of access to sources of information as well as the links with global markets is revolutionizing people’s way and quality of life in conducting businesses and governance. With developments in eTechnology, more people and governments are increasingly using the Internet to conduct their day-to-day activities. This is becoming essential for all societies in order to be able to interact with the world at large in an efficient and convenient manner as illustrated in Figure 2.

Internet offers enormous opportunities for the government to improve its interactions with the citizen, and its agencies themselves, and makes more effective utilization of its resources. Governments around the world are responding to the information age society. The key forces of change – including globalization, the rise of knowledge-based economies and spread of information technologies – are transforming the relationship between government, business, and society. eGovernment models are revolutionizing how government institutions work and provide quality services that could be delivered to the people. 

Therefore, the main thrusts of this plan are eCommerce and eGovernment sectors as shown below:

eCommerce: The capability of buying and selling products and information over the Internet and other on-line services by automating business transactions and workflow.

eGovernment: The utilization of e-technology to provide the public with an easy and convenient access to find and use government related information resources and services in an efficient, cost effective and quality format. The aim is to provide people with better services by creating stronger and more effective government-to-government, government-to-business and government-to-citizens services and relations.

The increased use of e-technology by citizens in commerce and government services and information is expected to create eCitizens and enhance the efficiency and quality of services received. This will also help ease their global eBusiness reach as  shown in in Figure 2.

eBusiness: Seizing the Opportunities
eBusiness offers enormous opportunities for business organizations, government departments, and citizen for improving their inter-relationships, and adds value to their interactive processes. The key benefits of eBusiness are as follows: 
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Global Reach: Internet has enabled local business organizations to reach out to global customers and partners for increasing their sales and exploring new markets.  

Reduced Cost: eBusiness, especially in business-to-business relationships, has helped organizations to reduce cost of transactions and yet conduct it at a great speed. Internet based procurement has helped companies save 10-25 % of the procurement costs
. 
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Convenience: eBusiness enables consumers and citizens to access information and services at any time from anywhere at their own convenience. 

Higher Productivity and Efficiency: eBusiness is helping organizations and administrations reduce cycle times of their services and yet consume fewer resources.

Global eReadiness: eReadiness describes the extent to which a country’s business environment is conducive to Internet-based commercial opportunities. eReadiness model developed and refined
 tallies score across six categories including connectivity (30%), business environment (20%), eCommerce consumer and business adoption (20%), legal and regulatory environment (15%), supporting eServices (10%), and social and cultural infrastructure (5%)
. 

According to eReadiness rankings released by EIU (Economist Intelligence Unit) in May 2001, countries may be divided into four groups as shown in the Table eB.1. These groups are described as follows:

eBusiness leaders:  These countries already have most of the elements of eReadiness in place, though there are still some concerns about regulatory safeguards.

eBusiness contenders:  These countries have both a satisfactory infrastructure and a good business environment but parts of the eBusiness equation are still lacking.

eBusiness followers:  These countries form the largest group and have begun to create an environment conducive to eBusiness, but have a great deal of work to do.

eBusiness laggards:  These countries risk being left behind, and face major obstacles to eBusiness growth, primarily in the area of connectivity.

Table 1 shows the United States as the most e-ready country listed in the world. Both Egypt and Saudi Arabia who represent the Arab countries are among the eBusiness followers group. It is noteworthy that Saudi Arabia dropped down from 40th position in 2000 to 44th position in 2001. Adopting initiatives and recommendations in this plan is expected to improve this ranking considerably in the near future. 

Table 1: Grouping of Countries by eReadiness Ranking

	eBusiness Leaders
	eBusiness Contenders
	eBusiness Followers
	eBusiness Laggards

	US (8.73)

Australia

UK

Canada

Norway

Sweden

Singapore

Finland

Denmark

Netherlands

Switzerland

Germany

Hong Kong (7.45)
	Ireland (7.28)

France

Austria

Taiwan

Japan

Belgium

New Zealand

South Korea

Italy

Israel

Spain

Portugal (6.21)
	Greece

Czech Republic

Hungary

Chile

Poland

Argentina

Slovakia

Malaysia

Mexico

South Africa

Brazil

Turkey

Colombia

Philippines

Egypt (3.88)

Peru

Russia

Sri Lanka

Saudi Arabia (3.80)
India

Thailand

Venezuela
	Bulgaria (3.38)

China

Ecuador

Iran

Romania

Ukraine

Algeria

Indonesia

Nigeria

Kazakhstan

Vietnam

Azerbaijan

Pakistan (2.66)


Saudi eBusiness Environment 

A strategic analysis of the Saudi eBusiness environment is summarized in Table 2. The strength of the Saudi eBusiness market lies in the Kingdom being the center of the Islamic World with the largest economy ($168 billion) in the Arab world
 with virtually no direct taxes. The rapid Saudi population growth estimated at 3.4%/year is an expanding consumer base and, therefore a driving force for the private sector and eBusiness supported by the high Saudi youth population
.

The large Saudi population compared to other Arabian Gulf Countries and the presence of large IT companies based in Saudi Arabia give Saudi eBusiness advantage and competitive strength in the region. With more openness towards direct foreign investment, it is inevitable that large foreign investors would also bring and utilize latest technology to conduct their businesses. Local companies are expected to get inspiration and follow suit.

	Table 2: Strategic Analysis of Saudi Arabian eBusiness Environment



	Strengths
	Threats & Challenges

	· Center of the Islamic World

· The largest Arab economy 

· Free market with minimum taxes

· High youth population

· The largest IT market in the region
	· Regional eBusiness initiatives from UAE and Egypt 

· Admission to WTO will lower the legal barriers thus local firms will be exposed to higher international competition

· Cultural backlash

	Opportunities
	Weaknesses

	· eCommerce enables access to regional and global marketplaces

· Internet is an important engine for economic growth

· Internet helps reduce cost of doing business (e.g., B2B procurement cost)

· With trade barriers coming down, environment for eBusiness is becoming more conducive

· eGovernment systems enable convenient and responsive services for citizens
	· Lack of local IT professionals

· Lack of sufficient and affordable facilities for education and training of locals

· Very high cost of Internet access

· Telecom operator monopoly 

· Non-existent legal environment for eCommerce transactions

· Lack of basic infrastructure for secured eCommerce transactions




The overall business environment of the Kingdom gives eBusiness great potential of success, positioning the Kingdom as a regional leader in eCommerce as well as in utilizing eGovernment towards better and quality services for all citizens. However, the success of eBusiness in Saudi Arabia requires substantial improvements in telecommunication infrastructure with easy and affordable Internet access supported by trained and skilled local IT professionals to meet the demand for human resources in the information technology era (see Section 7and 9).  

The enactment of eBusiness laws and regulations is also a prerequisite for successful implementation in the Kingdom. The rapid implementation of eBusiness and the continuous updates and improvements are necessary steps against the threats of lagging behind regional as well as international competitions resulting from WTOs lower trade barriers.
5.1 Road Map of the eBusiness Plan

The eBusiness plan envisions harnessing the potential of information technology (IT), particularly the Internet, for good governance, the betterment of the society, and economic development of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Its mission is to enable, facilitate, and promote the efficient and effective use of the Internet in the society, government, and business & economy while maintaining local, traditional and Islamic values.

The eBusiness plan has been prepared based upon all primary and secondary sources of information available to the IT plan project team.  The primary sources included various published reports, data books, and Internet websites. The team particularly benefited from the documents related to national plans of other countries that included but are not limited to Australia, Egypt, India, Jordan, New Zealand, Pakistan, Philippines, United States, and the United Kingdom. On the domestic front, discussions were held with focus groups within the Kingdom representing banking, trading, manufacturing, government, and IT industry sectors.  

Goals for eBusiness Plan

The followings are the main goals of the eBusiness plan:

· Make Saudi business and industry more competitive in the new economy.

· Provide opportunities for economic development and growth by promoting pervasive use of Internet in all walks of life that will give birth to new businesses, and provide access to new markets.

· Enhance the role and ability of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) to participate in global trade and economy (see also Section 5).

· Make government more efficient and responsive to all citizens by providing easy access to information, and efficient processing of services.

· Provide an enabling legal framework for eBusiness.

· Develop an internationally linked and efficient eBusiness infrastructure.

· Create awareness at various levels among all stakeholders.

5.2 Key Areas for eBusiness

In order to develop and promote eBusiness in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, six major key areas are identified. These key areas are:

1. Internet access.

2. eBusiness support facilities.

3. Awareness and promotion.

4. Legal framework.

5. eBusiness skills.

6. eBusiness organization and management.

Table 3 provides summary of these key areas and the associated strategic initiatives under each area. It also identifies responsibility, timeframe for implementation, and source of funding for effective implementation. Since eBusiness refers to both eCommerce and eGovernment in this plan, initiatives that apply to both are referred to as common in the table while those more specific to either sector are identified independently. It is strongly recommended that government should play the role of facilitator and encourage private sector to participate in the project development and implementation. In some cases, public-private partnerships may be forged. Each of these key areas is discussed here.

KA-2.1 Internet access

Internet connectivity is the most primary issue in the development and growth of eBusiness in any country. Users connect to the Internet by using a personal computer, a mobile telephone or any other Internet appliance through Internet Service Providers (ISPs). The key resources that determine the quality of Internet access include the efficiency of telecommunication networks, the bandwidth available to the ISPs, and the cost of using such service. Since this is an infrastructure key area, accordingly it enjoys greater focus in that component of the plan (see Section 7.3). 

KA-2.2 eBusiness support facilities

To enable an eBusiness transaction, some basic facilities include a certification authority, a payment gateway, and reliable postal addresses. In this regard, the following initiatives are proposed: 


A trusted third party that issues and governs digital certificates is known as certification authority. A good example of such a facility is ComTrust established in the UAE. This authority could be a government agency or a private company licensed to operate in the Kingdom. Also, a PKI that provides confidentiality, access control, integrity, authentication, and non-repudiation services for eCommerce services should be set-up.  The Ministry of Commerce in collaboration with the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) should be responsible  for implementing this initiative by the year 2002.


Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) should facilitate an electronic payment facility that connects all banks similar to the Saudi Payment Network (SPAN). This has to be implemented the latest by the year 2002.


The speed and efficiency of delivering on line ordered goods and services can not be realized without reliable postal services. Therefore, Saudi business as well as residential sites should have the necessary postal addresses for full utilization of eBusiness all over the Kingdom. This could be based on a geographic information system (GIS). The Ministry of PTT in full cooperation with the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs should achieve that, Kingdom wise by the year 2010. 

In addition to the above, certain initiatives should be taken to facilitate eGovernment environment in the Kingdom. These initiatives are:


These portals are interactive websites that offer various information and services to citizens and private or public organizations. This should be established for all government organizations by the year 2002.


The government should, under a well-planned and coordinated program, digitize/translate all of its relevant documents and forms into eFormats. Priority should be given to documents that will be a must for on line processing of services and/or provision of information for use by business and citizens. All government organizations should start this initiative and complete it by the year 2005.


Accessing government services and information can greatly be facilitated by the existence of a guide to the public in the form of directory. This directory of portal, web and e-mail addresses should be published and made available to the public and  it should also be updated on a regular basis.
KA-2.3 eBusiness awareness and promotion

A good number of businesses, government departments and public do not know about the technical aspects and benefits of eBusiness. There is a need to improve this awareness by organizing seminars, training workshops, symposia and conferences on a regular basis. Print and electronic media should be included in promoting basic concepts and benefits of eBusiness. Chambers of Commerce & Industry, Ministry of Higher Education, and Ministry of Commerce should play a lead role in these planned awareness and promotion programs.


Public awareness of the potential and benefits of eCommerce and eGovernment is essential for the success of eBusiness. This can be achieved through public seminars, training workshops, symposia and conferences. Such activities should be publicized among businesses as well as the public and should be organized regularly.  


Specialized training and awareness workshops and seminars should be organized for all government employees in order to improve their computer skills and raise their awareness of the subject as well. All government organizations should encourage and facilitate for their employees to attend such events with the target of involving at least 10% of their employees every year. This should be conducted on regular basis.

KA-2.4 eBusiness legal framework

An enabling legal environment is a must for eBusiness transactions to provide protection and enhance confidence of users, providers, and facilitators of information services. For the success of eBusiness the following initiatives should be undertaken:


The competent authority proposed should ensure that laws for privacy, security, etc., are in place for eCommerce, based on the recommendations of IT and legal experts. Ministry of Commerce should take charge of such initiative. Other legal and enforcement authorities should always be consulted while drafting such laws. This should be implemented by the year 2002.


This will ease business-to-government services and transactions and will allow government employees to browse, search, specify, review, order, monitor delivery, and track purchasing history. The Ministry of Finance and National Economy should take responsibility of facilitating and authorizing such laws by the year 2003.

It is recommended that the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL) model should be adopted while drafting laws. The legal framework will address the following: 

· Laws pertaining to authentication, recognition, and retention of electronic records, digital signature, digital IDs, and digital certificates

· Constitution of certifying authorities

· Electronic government specific laws

· Electronic commerce specific laws

· Protection of privacy, security, and confidentiality, and Islamic and local traditional values.

· Prosecution of computer and Internet offences

· Review of existing laws to remove any contradictions that may hinder the implementation of IT Plan

KA-2.5 eBusiness skills

Human resources development is the most critical component of eBusiness plan. eBusiness skills include but are not limited to website development and administration, programming, database development and administration, systems integration, networking, and security.
Training programs should be designed and conducted to develop and/or enhance skills of the on-the job personnel. In addition, eBusiness subjects should be introduced in the curriculum at the university level. Since this is a human resources issue, more details on this initiative are found in the human resources section of this plan (see Section 8).

KA-2.6 eBusiness organization and management

A higher body should be formed to oversee, monitor and follow up on the implementation of eBusiness initiatives and maintain continuous updates, reviews and improvements.  In addition, eGovernment units should be established in all major government departments. An eBusiness consultant may suffice for relatively smaller departments and he should facilitate and coordinate eGovernment programs in his concerned department (see Section 9 proposals for management of the plan).

Recommendation:  Form higher body to promote and regulate eBusiness. (see Section 9)


Each government organization should establish a unit to develop, maintain, update  and manage their eGovernment services and information resources. For small organizations, a consultant on eGovernment should help in updating  their services.

5.3 Recommendations

The eBusiness plan comprises providing opportunities for economic development and growth in the Kingdom by promoting the use of Internet (or IT) in all walks of life that will give birth to new businesses, and provide access to new markets. It includes making governmental organizations and governmental services more efficient and responsive to all citizens by providing easy access to relevant information, and an increased efficiency in processing.

The plan aims at providing a Saudi business environment that will take the Kingdom from the ranking of eBusiness followers to a regional eBusiness leader. The success of the plan, therefore, depends on:

· Easy and affordable Internet access to all citizens and business organizations to create an Internet culture in the nation.

· eBusiness support facilities including a certification authority and electronic payment gateway to facilitate the funds transfer. In addition, there is a need to transform government departmental forms and establish portals for electronic interaction of the citizens and organizations. A long-standing issue of postal addresses should also be addressed.

· Promotion and awareness of eBusiness for adoption by all stakeholders.

· An enabling legal framework is necessary for eBusiness in any country. This requires some legislation to be carried out to protect the privacy and ensure security of the users.

· For effective implementation and regulation of the eBusiness programs, it is imperative that a high level body should be formed. This body may work as a sub-body or in conjunction with some other similar body entrusted with development of information technology sector in the Kingdom.

For overall effectiveness of the national eBusiness plan of the Kingdom, the following recommendations are submitted:

· The government must play the role of a facilitator and let the private sector play the lead role to create a reliable and sustainable eBusiness environment in the Kingdom. However, it must protect the consumer privacy and security.

· The government must encourage and support its departments to make use of Internet in their everyday work. This could range from use of email, web-browsing, etc. A reward procedure for encouraging usage may be employed.

· Since the useful life of most of the information technology resources is limited to a few years, the eBusiness plan, once approved, must be implemented within the proposed time frame. Speedy implementations also help maintain users’ interest and momentum in the new processes and systems.

· Saudi Arabia must keep pace with other competing nations and resist further slide as witnessed in its international eReadiness rankings in the last two years.

· E-signature and email communication should be authorized in all government activities and be legally binding. This will promote the use of e-technology in government day-to-day activities and should result in a more efficient and convenient governance and services with minimum paper work.

· E-community centers and access points, as explained in the infrastructure section of the plan, should serve those citizens and residents who either do not have access to or cannot use the Internet to process their activities. Regular government channels, which are currently in use, should be continued for those who desire to use them.

· PC penetration should be increased in all government organization with the objective of providing each employee with a PC in his office.

· Develop a support facility for Arabic content. 



































































































































































































































































Init.AT-2.6.1: Establish eGovernment unit/consultant in each government organization.





Init.AT-2.4.2: Develop Government e-Procurement laws.








Init.AT-2.4.1: Legislate laws to ensure privacy and security.





Init.AT-2.3.2: Organize special seminars, training workshops, and symposia on eBusiness  (10% of each government organization staff will attend every year).








Init.AT-2.3.1:  Organize public seminars, training workshops, symposia and conferences on eBusiness.





Init.AT-2.2.6: Develop a nation-wide directory of government portals, websites, and email addresses. 





Init.AT-2.2.5: Transform all necessary documents to eFormat (eGovernment). 











Init.AT-2.2.4: Establish eGovernment portals in all major ministries and departments.





Init.AT-2.2.3: Establish efficient and reliable postal addresses for residential and business sites.





























Init.AT-2.2.2: Implement an e-Payment gateway.





Init.AT-2.2.1: Establish a certification authority and Public-Key Infrastructure (PKI).








Figure 2: E-Business/Society Interaction




























































































� Goldman Sachs eBusiness Survey, 2000.


� The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) 2001


� Grouping of Countries by eReadiness. Source: The Economist Intelligent Unit, 2001.


� Ranking is based on a country’s score out of 10. Source: The Economist Intelligent Unit, 2001


� Saudi American Bank Report, 2001


� Icon Group International 2000. 
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