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NEW THIS QUARTER:
• Saudi Arabia receives status of G5 regulator reserved for the 

world’s most advanced digital economies

• Exclusive insights on Saudi Arabia’s FinTech industry from 
Esam Alhnahdi, Board Member/CEO - Co-Founder of HALA

• First ever ‘Platinum Games Operator Award’ given to the best 
telecom service provider based on video game performance



This quarter saw a landmark achievement in 
Saudi Arabia’s digital history, as the Kingdom 
was classified as a Fifth Generation (G5) regula-
tor by the International Telecommunications 
Union (ITU). The Kingdom becomes the first 
nation in the MENA region and the 9th in the 
G20 countries to attain this status, the new gold 
standard for ICT regulation. We set ourselves 
the goal of becoming a G5 regulator by 2023, 
but managed to achieve it a year and a half 
ahead of schedule.

Receiving the G5 status and our transition from 
a telecom regulator to a digital regulator, means 
we are collaborating with a wide range of stake-
holders and regulators in education, healthcare, 
finance, communications and other sectors. 

For this reason, this edition of Digital Insights 
features a special segment on FinTech. As per 
Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia is targeting 70% in 
cashless payments by the year 2030. Currently, 
we are at 36% - well on track to reach this goal. 
E-payment, apps and other financial technolo-
gies are on the rise but require coordination 
with regulators from the financial sector. As 
CITC, it is our responsibility to ensure that the 
services provided to our citizens are safe, 
e�cient and a�ordable. In everything we do, we 
put our users and providers first.
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We were delighted this quarter to receive recog-
nition for our “KSA Free Wifi Initiative”, which 
gives users access to free connectivity in 
60,000 WiFi hotspots in public places across 
Saudi Arabia. The initiative, involved collabora-
tion between service providers Zain, STC, and 
Mobily, showing that CITC encourages collabo-
ration as well as competition, when the need 
arises.

Another key component to our digital transfor-
mation is to encourage local and foreign invest-
ment in the Kingdom’s ICT and emerging tech 
(ET) sectors. A strong ICT infrastructure and 
high penetration rate of internet and mobile 
phone usage present an attractive proposition 
to potential investors in the Kingdom’s digital 
sector. Our average mobile internet download 
speed is 147.06 Mbps and the mobile subscrip-
tion population penetration rate is currently 
134.7%. 

There is a wealth of investment opportunities 
in Saudi Arabia’s digital space and we welcome 
interest from all kinds of investors. CITC’s role is 
to create the right regulatory environment for 
the digital sector to thrive and for Saudi 
citizens and residents to enjoy the best ICT 
services in the world.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Saudi Arabia was classified as a fifth generation (G5) digital regulator by the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU). This classification is reserved for regulators of the most 
advanced digital economies.

“KSA Free Wifi” initiative wins award at ITU’s World Summit on The Information Society 
(WSIS). Under the initiative, Saudi Arabia has installed over 60,000 free WiFi hotspots in 
public places across the country.

Saudi Arabia’s mobile telecom subscriptions saw a 6.9% year-on-year increase. The Kingdom’s 
mobile internet speeds continued to improve with average download speeds of 147.06 Mbps.

Meqyas showed Saudi Arabia's average 5G download speed at 370.12 Mbps for Q2, which is a 
quarter-on-quarter increase of 14.79%. The number of governorates covered by 5G services 
increased from 53 to 60.

Fixed high-speed internet subscriptions reached 2.2 million, with a 35.9% household penetra-
tion. This marks a year-on-year increase of 3.4%.

stc wins CITC’s ‘Platinum Games Operator Award’ for the first half of 2021. The full results for 
the gaming service providers can be found in the second edition of the Game Mode report.

Saudi Arabia sees rapid growth in machine-to-machine (M2M) communication services. As of 
Q2 2021, there are 4.81 million M2M service subscriptions which marks a 245.8% year-on-year 
increase. 
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TOP DIGITAL POINTS IN Q2 2021

in average mobile internet 
download speed, a 23.04% 
quarter-on-quarter 
increase

147.06 
47.16 million mobile 
telecom subscriptions with 
a population penetration 
rate of 134.7% 

47.16 
Machine to machine (M2M) 
subscriptions are now at 
4.81 million which 
represents a 246% YoY 
increase. 

4.81 millionmillionMbps
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Financial technology or “FinTech” is the 
technology and innovation that aims to 
compete with traditional financial meth-
ods in the delivery of financial services. It is 
an emerging industry that uses technolo-
gy to improve activities in finance.

What is FinTech?

SPECIAL 
QUARTERLY 
FEATURE:
FinTech
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Saudi Arabia is rapidly becoming
a global hub for FinTech.

“The Financial Sector Development Program (FSDP) aims to establish KSA as a strong FinTech hub 
and ensure a high satisfaction index of FinTech players within the overall KSA FinTech ecosystem.”

Saudi Arabia’s 
FinTech market 
outlook

Why invest in Saudi Arabia’s FinTech sector?

cashless transactions targeted 
by 2030, currently at 36%

Strong move to 
cashless
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70% 
Open Banking policy and 
Micro-financing license

Forward looking 
regulations

Mada o�ers fast, safe, reliable 
and lower cost alternative 

Strong local 
payment system

Saudi Arabia’s remittance 
market

Large remittance 
market

$8 bn  bn 
FinTech companies 
operating in Saudi Arabia

Strong 
ecosystem

60+ 
PoS transactions in 2020

Widespread adoption of 
cashless technologies

$95+
Source: FSDP, Vision 2030



Esam Alhnahdi
Board Member/CEO - Co-Founder of HALA
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How is technology changing the finance sector 
in Saudi Arabia and the world?

The major impact of FinTech on financial services 
is its role in bridging the technology gap between 
major corporations or high-net individuals, and 
SMEs or average users. We see this every day at 
HALA. Rapidly accelerating technological 
advances are creating entirely new business 
propositions such as crowd-funding, peer-to-peer 
lending, digital currencies, mobile banking, online 
investment, and new payment solutions.

Why did you decide to focus on the SMEs 
sector?

FinTech plays a key role for SMEs in transitioning 
and developing countries. HALA
provides a method for SMEs who were previously 
unbanked or underserved
to avoid traditional banking and access financial 
management tools through easy-to-use 
technologies. We aim to be a critical resource for 
SMEs by allowing operators to easily manage 
multiple services through the HALA application. 
This includes managing their local bank transfers, 
supplier settlements and viewing sales statistics.

How important is cross-governmental regula-
tion for enabling FinTech companies to thrive in 
the local market?

Very important. FinTech companies seek to ease 
access to financial services for their customers. 
Part of this is technical and the other part is 
behavioural. Government regulation has the 
advantage of being able to tie the technical and 
behavioural pillars together. A good example is 
the SADAD billing system put in place almost 20 
years ago. Before this, paying utility bills or govern-
ment service fees involved queueing up at a specif-
ic bank or ministry, resulting in a lot of wasted 
time. The creation of a centralised billing system 

(technical), and the push for government depart-
ments and banks to adopt it (behavioural), created 
a net positive change for all players in the local 
market, including individual customers.
At HALA we saw a similar trend during the 
COVID-19 pandemic when all government 
agencies were pushing the adoption of non-cash 
payments in order to reduce the transfer of the 
virus through bills. In this instance, HALA acted as 
a technical enabler by providing the systems to 
allow for digital payments. The Saudi Central 
Bank’s Open Banking regulation set to be 
launched in 2022 also presents a new and exciting 
initiative which will further advance customers’ 
experience.

What advice would you give to FinTech start-
ups in Saudi Arabia?

FinTech is loosely defined as the pursuit of 
technology to make banking
(payments) easier. So, if you observe a situation 
where a financial transaction is causing di�culty 
to any of the parties involved, there is opportunity. 
Start o� by finding and understanding a particular 
niche, and launch from there.

What are the current most promising invest-
ment opportunities within FinTech in Saudi 
Arabia?

We at HALA, and all the FinTech players, are lucky 
to be operating in this space at such a historic 
moment in time. Saudi Arabia, through Vision 
2030, is well poised to be one of the leaders, if not 
the leader, of the FinTech world. Investment 
opportunities are endless, the longtail of micro 
merchants, freelancers and SMEs are 
astonishingly untapped. With regards to products, 
we see market demand for B2B solutions 
including corporate cards, ecosystem synergy 
interfaces and supplier-enabled BNPL. All in all, it’s 
an incredible time to be in FinTech in the Kingdom.



TELECOM 
MARKET 
TRENDS
Mobile
Internet speed and global ranking
Saudi Arabia experienced its fastest mobile internet download speed during Q2 2021 at 147.06 Mbps, a 
23% quarter-on-quarter increase and a 143% year-on-year increase. 
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55.71 60.47
73.42

97.54
119.52

147.06

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021

Average quarterly mobile internet download speed (Mbps)

Mbps in average 
mobile internet 
download speed

quarter-on-quarter 
increase in average mobile 
internet download speed

year-on-year increase in 
average mobile internet 
download speed

147.06 23.04% 143.19%



The Kingdom enjoys a high percentage of mobile telecom services subscriptions 
among its population.

Subscriptions
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million mobile 
telecom 
subscriptions

47.16
mobile telecom 
subscriptions population 
penetration rate

134.7%
year-on-year increase in 
mobile telecom 
subscriptions

6.9%

131.2%
128.9%

132.2%
135.5%

137.4%
134.7%

Mobile telecom subscriptions population penetration (%)

44.89
44.11

45.24

46.35

48.11

47.16

Mobile telecom subscriptions (million)

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021



5G
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In terms of 5G, the Kingdom saw a tremendous improvement in average 
download speed compared to 4G. At 370.12 Mbps, the average download 
speed using 5G was over 2.5 times faster than using 4G.

Internet speed and coverage

388.54 393.14

467.72

315.55 322.42
370.12

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021

Average 5G internet download speed (Mbps)

30 35
44

51 53
60

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021

Number of governates covered by 5G services

Mbps average 5G internet 
download speed

370.12
quarter-on-quarter 
increase in average 5G 
internet download speed

14.79%
governates in the Kingdom 
have access to 5G services, 
up from 53 in Q1 

60 



112.69
Mbps

91.29
Mbps

89.92
Mbps

The highest average fiber internet speed recorded 
in Q2 was 112.69 Mbps.

service provider speeds

77.98
Mbps

68.12
Mbps

Fiber
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M2M services

Saudi Arabia has seen rapid growth in machine-to-machine (M2M) communica-
tion services, largely down to the adoption of Internet of Things (IoT) technologies.

Subscriptions

M2M services 
subscriptions

4.81
year-on-year increase 
in M2M services 
subscriptions

245.8%million

1.391.12

2.25

3.29

4.56 4.81

M2M services subscriptions (million)

Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2021 Q2 2021



CORPORATE QUARTERLY 
UPDATES

The Game Mode 
reports provide useful 
insights on: 

• Saudi gaming market

• Popular games in the gamers’ 
community

• Guidelines for gamers to 
improve the overall quality of 
internet connection and speed
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STC wins CITC’s ‘Platinum Games 
Operator Award’ for the first half of 2021 
STC ranked first in CITC's newly released "Game Mode" report, 
which evaluates Saudi Arabia's telecom service providers based 
on their video gaming performance.

Other results reveals that while Zain and STC lead with the same average latency in three out of 
the five most popular games in Saudi Arabia, Zain outperformed with the lowest latency in four of 
the five games. 

Award metrics and service provider performance

What were the results of the second quarterly Game Mode report?

Metric Maximum
points

Hosting video games 
locally

Minimizing latency 
for video games

Hosting and support-
ing e-sports activities

Hosting cloud video 
games platforms

Package support for 
video games

Tech support and 
awareness for gamers

Total

30

25

15

10

10

10

100

20

21

15

0

6

1

63

0

20

10

10

10

10

60

0

14

5

0

0

0

19

0

7

0

0

0

0

7



Top performances within 
fixed, mobile and 5G 
networks in the Kingdom:

Salam led the lowest fixed 
networks average latency 
category with 10 millisec-
onds

Mobily led the mobile 
networks average latency 
category with 31 millisec-
onds 

Mobily led the lowest 5G 
average network latency 
category with 22 millisec-
onds
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The international satellite industry came together in a webinar 
on "Fostering New Generation of Satellite Technologies in 
Saudi Arabia", organized by CITC on 7 April.

The webinar followed the recent release of CITC's revised spec-
trum outlook for commercial and creative use, which aims to 
optimize the use of the national spectrum to enable satellite 
technology, protect satellite industry investments, and encour-
age development to meet the Kingdom's connectivity demand.

New satellite technologies can support broadband technolo-
gies and services by increasing their coverage in remote areas, 
potentially raising the broadband speed in these areas to 100 
Mbps.  

In addition to faster internet speeds, satellite technologies will 
improve broadband connectivity for a range of services. 

Fostering New Generation 
of Satellite Technologies 
in Saudi Arabia 

Aircraft internet 
services

Internet of things 
(IoT) services

Wireless emerging 
technologies 

Space 
services

Why satellite 
technologies?

Satellite technologies are 
among the most exciting 
innovations in the ICT 
sector and are now enter-
ing the mainstream. Com-
mercially, they are ready to 
be considered alongside 
terrestrial technologies 
such as fiber, microwave, 
Wi-Fi and mobile, to drive 
global broadband adoption.

Sessions included expert 
speakers from leading 
companies in the sector.

Arabsat Viasat OneWeb Space X

ESOA/SES Inmarsat OQ Technology Intelsat
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CITC launched the first phase of the experimental regulatory environment "Regulatory Sandbox", 
in June, to provide innovative solutions developed by telecom service providers. The first phase of 
the sandbox aims to create a flexible and stimulating environment for telecom service providers to 
develop business and employ smart solutions.

CITC registers
Mobily, STC and 
Zain to join pilot 
regulatory sandbox

Roles of sandbox participants

Provide digital 
services and smart 

solutions to the 
government 

entities

Contribute to 
supporting 

decision-making 
and goal 

achievement

Contribute to 
accelerating the 

digital transformation 
processes of various 
government entities 

in line with Vision 
2030

STC, Mobily, and Zain are among the first participants in the pilot Regulatory Sandbox.
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It tracks countries' progress from first-generation regulation (G1), in which regulated public monop-
olies employ a command-and-control approach, to fifth-generation regulation (G5), the highest 
level, at which regulatory agencies collaborate with a range of stakeholders to develop a harmon-
ised approach throughout sectors reliant on ICT.

Regulatory
achievements

Saudi Arabia has been upgraded to the status of fifth-genera-
tion (G5) regulator by the International Telecommunications 
Union (ITU). The announcement was made, in June, during the 
Global Symposium for Regulators’ virtual event and is a testi-
mony of the Kingdom's maturity as a digital nation. 

CITC gets G5 recognition from ITU

The achievement of the "gold standard" for policy and regulatory collaboration came two years 
ahead of the 2023 target date outlined in the Kingdom’s ICT Sector Strategy 2023, and only one 
year after being classified as a fourth-generation regulator.

What is ITU's ICT Regulatory Tracker? 
The ITU's ICT Regulatory Tracker is a tool used to classify the maturity of ICT regulatory frame-
works across 193 countries. 

Overcoming 
digital-related 
challenges

Displaying 
organisational 
maturity

Supporting 
proactive 
innovation

The early 
adoption of 
emerging 
technology

The growth of 
its digital 
economy

It is made up of 50 indicators 
divided into four pillars: 

• Regulatory authority
• Regulatory mandate
• Regulatory regime
• Competition framework

The ITU praised the Kingdom for: 

Generations of ICT regulation – conceptual framework

Regulated public monopolies
Command & control approachG1

Integrated regulation
Led by economic and 

social policy goals
G4

Collaborative regulation
Inclusive dialogue and 
harmonized approach 

across sectors

G4

Opening markets
Partial liberalization and 
privatization across the layers

G2

Enabling investment, innovation and access
Dual focus on stimulating competition in service 
and content delivery, and consumer protection

G3
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“KSA Free WiFi initiative”
lands international prize

CITC won this year’s distinguished prize at the prestigious Inter-
national Telecommunication Union (ITU)’s World Summit on 
The Information Society (WSIS). The prize was awarded to CITC 
in June, in recognition of its initiative launched in November 
2020 to install over 60,000 free WiFi hotspots in public places 
across Saudi Arabia.
The initiative, which was developed in collaboration with Zain, 
STC, and Mobily, seeks to improve the quality of life for all by 
establishing new WiFi hotspots for the public, who will be able 
to enjoy up to two hours of free internet roaming each day at 
designated locations.

Hotspots will be accessible in hospitals, shopping malls, city 
parks, and the two Holy Mosques, which are visited by millions 
of Muslim tourists every year. All hotspots will have the 
network name "KSA Free WiFi - XYZ."
CITC’s initiative was up against 360 other contestants across 
the globe who were competing for the prestigious WSIS award. 

CITC was also praised for aligning the initiative with the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals. Particularly “Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being”; “Goal 9: Industry, Innovation and Infra-
structure”; “Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities”; and “Goal 12: Responsible Consumption 
and Production”. 

‘’As we enter the era of digiti-
zation, ensuring free and 
easy access to the internet 
will eventually help people 
progress in day-to-day areas 
such as health care, safety, 
and human services, result-
ing in a substantial meaning-
ful change for everyone. This 
ITU prize is a recognition for 
the achievements accom-
plished by the Kingdom’s 
digital ecosystem over the 
last five years under the 
guidance of Vision 2030.’’ 
- Dr. Mohammed Al-Tamimi, 
Governor of CITC
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