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Over the past thirty years, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has transformed itself almost beyond recognition from a barren, desert land with a non-existent financial system to a modern state with one of the strongest economies in the region. This growth, propelled by the country’s vast oil and energy resources in its Eastern provinces, spawned a massive petro-chemical related industrialization program centered on the region. King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals (KFUPM), established in the early sixties, shares a common timeline with the country’s economic surge. Over the years, the university has become the premier institute in the region for learning and research in an array of fields, with a natural emphasis on areas related to petro-chemical processes. This discipline, however shares the flagship status with the university’s comprehensive and demanding focus on Information Technology. Over the years, the university has supplied Saudi hydrocarbon related industries with its engineers and scientists, while also providing the framework for the country’s nascent software and IT industry.

Saudi Arabia today, faces several challenges. Domestically, a twin issue of rapid population growth and a relatively young population profile confront the country’s progress. There is a pressing need for economic diversification - away from a reliance on the sale of basic energy products and a move towards knowledge based economy that adds value, while capitalizing on the Kingdom’s low cost energy base. This is especially true as the Kingdom moves towards joining the World Trade Organization – a step that would both benefit and threaten the existing Saudi industry. The Government of Saudi Arabia is cognizant of these issues and has embarked on an ambitious new round of infrastructural investment, in both primary and secondary energy related industries in the Eastern region, with the aim of creating a sustainable cycle of employment generation. Concurrently, the government is investing in the growth of knowledge-based industries to tap into the national and regional demand for IT solutions. The Saudi Universities have been called upon to play an active role in this new cycle of economic diversification and thus moved beyond the traditional academic focus on teaching, basic research and general community services.

KFUPM has taken the strategic decision to leverage its standing as the region’s premier research institution, with its extensive intellectual and infrastructural investments towards creating a sustainable industrial growth and development system. With its considerable engineering experience in contract energy-related projects and IT research, the university is capable of being a hub for regional R&D oriented towards industry interests, thus contributing towards significant job creation opportunities. The vehicle of this transformation would be the Prince Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Science Park (PASP) established by KFUPM. The first science park in the region, PASP would serve as the catalyst base for extensive cooperation between the university and the industry especially in value-generating research areas. 

One of the primary aims of PASP is to attract large domestic and international energy related companies, as well as smaller sized Saudi enterprises, and place at their disposal KFUPM’s expertise and capabilities in the IT, petro-chemical, oil and energy related sectors. It would provide a strong point of presence for major international companies and enterprises in the region, thereby channeling world-class technology and practice into local and regional businesses. At the same time, it would encourage commercialization of research, both in terms of focusing the university’s endeavors towards commercially feasible areas of study as well as minimizing the transition period between technological innovation and its commercial deployment.

The park would also provide a growth system for small and medium sized companies, either through incubator programs or joint research with medium sized companies who have established internal R&D programs. The concept of incubators is still relatively new to Saudi Arabia and the region as a whole, and the PASP model, would be a valuable learning experience to others interested in establishing such economic accelerators. A key advantage of PASP is its physical proximity and location within the KFUPM campus to provide easy access to the university’s resources and provide an accessible platform for University personnel and Science Park client relationships. The university environment would also present a mutually beneficial opportunity for enterprises to tap into the skilled and motivated student work force. The Kingdom is now emphasizing entrepreneurship for the young generation to foster private sector initiative and less reliance on the State for sustained wealth generation in the future. The PASP-KFUPM relationship would be one approach in fostering such a new entrepreneurial spirit, which again would not only benefit the Eastern Province, but also serve as a model for the rest of the Kingdom.

PASP and KFUPM is to be the first integrated Science Park in the Kingdom and would provide a base model for future such endeavors and other forms of collaborative synergy between universities and industry. A successful model would benefit not only Saudi Arabia, but also other economies of the region that have the required technical Universities and resources, but have not yet fully developed a complementary University-Science Park concept.
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