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A word from the
editorial team
It is that time of year again when we get to 
reflect on the past and plan for the future. 
And yet, it feels as if we have been stuck in 
Groundhog Day, turning in circles around 
ourselves. “New month, new Covid strain” 
seems to have become the mantra for 
our recent times as we grapple with the 
idea that the virus is here to stay and that 
the sooner we assimilate it the sooner we 
can move on. As the saying goes, to know 
where you’re going, you have to know 
where you are. So as we turn the cusp of 
2021 and reach into 2022, where do we 
stand?

Sustainability remains a primary concern 
and the Middle East region needs to 
catch up. Damian Regan, in his article A 
sign of things to come, notes that “across 
the Middle East, there has been sporadic 
adoption of GRI reporting by companies […] 
but not to the scale of the UAE […] It is in 
the interest of Middle Eastern companies 
to not only observe what is happening in 
other more mature financial markets, as a 
glimpse of the near future, but to accept 
that change is coming, rapidly, and start 
preparing.”

Preparation is perhaps most notable 
when it comes to the management of risk. 
Collin Keeney, Probodh Newar and Guarav 
Malhotra are closely watching the evolution 
of fraud risk management and note that 
“an ounce of prevention is worth a pound 
of cure”. In their article, Effective fraud risk 
management, they write: “Perhaps in the 
future, the Middle East Fraud Survey 2031 
will even see a plurality of organizations 
include the area of fraud risk management 
as a strategic KPI for their management and 
other stakeholders. Further advancements 
will be critical as governments in the region 
seek to establish it as a safe ethically sound 
ecosystem for conducting business.”

In terms of business performance, Elias 
Ma'ayeh and Sharif Barakat note in their 
article The evolving role of Internal Audit, 
how automated internal audit systems 
have “positively contributed to the 
general performance of organizations 
across the Middle East. They have also 
attracted various competent resources 
in a multinational context, allowing 
organizations to operate in different 
nations while utilizing a unified decision-
making methodology.”

But numbers are not necessarily everything 
and may hide surreptitious data, say Collin 
Keeney and Razia Mir. In their article What 
dangers lurk beneath the numbers?, they 
make the case for business conduct due 
diligence. As companies report a surge in 
merger and acquisition (M&A) activities, 
“the risk of not identifying corrupt practices 
is greater than the risk of identifying them 
up-front because they can be addressed 
head-on,” they write.

This year also witnessed (finally!) the 
opening of Expo 2020 Dubai against all 
odds. As the world fair showcases the best 
of human creation, we turn to some of our 
experts to weigh in on the impact of the 
Expo. And they all agree that this project is 
more important than ever, highlighting the 
multiple innovations across the globe.

Dubai, the UAE and the GCC in general 
are no strangers to these mega projects. 
Dina Fakih and Davinder Singh Bains 
write that “countries in the Middle East 
[…] have been increasingly investing in 
mega projects over the past 25 years, to 
diversify their economies beyond oil and 
gas,” necessitating the implementation 
of governance. But the authors question 
the value of effective governance from 
special-purpose organizations and wonder, 

as the title of their article notes, Mega 
project governance: is it effective or just 
bureaucracy?

It’s time says Dr. Ahmed Hezzah, to take the 
customer experience to the next level. “In 
order to stay relevant in the digital age,” he 
says, “companies must react to behavior 
that has been digitally disrupted by offering 
personalized experiences and be able 
to create memorable moments for their 
customers. It is time for CPG companies 
and retailers to start putting the human 
perspective into the center of their digital 
transformation journey in order to take 
their customer experience to the next 
level.”

It is also time to move on. It is time to forge 
ahead, to keep moving, to keep innovating. 
It is time to face another difficult year with 
courage and agility. It is a new year, a new 
us.

We hope you enjoy this issue of the Middle 
East Point of View.

ME POV editorial team



04

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022 | Contents

Contents

A sign of things to come 
Mandatory sustainability 
reporting in the Middle East

Damian Regan

Mega project governance: 
Is it effective or just 
bureaucracy? 

Dina Fakih and Davinder 
Singh Bains

06

34



05

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022 | Contents 

Expo 2020 Dubai

Neil Batson, Cynthia Corby, 
Emmanuel Durou, Damian 
Regan and Wayne Thomas

Effective fraud risk 
management  

An ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure

Collin Keeney, Prabodh Newar 
and Gaurav Malhotra

The evolving role  
of Internal Audit 

Elias Ma'ayeh and Sharif 
Barakat

What dangers lurk 
beneath the numbers? 

The case for business 
conduct due diligence

Collin Keeney and Razia Mir

It's time

Taking customer experience 
to the next level

Dr. Ahmed Hezzah

12 16 20 26

40



06

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Sustainability

A sign of things to come 
Mandatory sustainability  
reporting in the Middle East



07

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022 | Sustainability



08

In January 2021, the UAE Securities & 
Commodities Authority issued a circular 
that required all companies subject to 

the Joint Stock Companies Governance to 
complete a sustainability report as part of 
their set of Integrated Reports.

The requirement is not simply to issue a 
statement covering the company’s view of 
its own sustainability (Environmental, Social, 
Governance) initiatives and concerns, 
but for a Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
standards-compliant sustainability report. 
Local market sustainability standards and 
requirements must also be met. Reports 
need to be completed on an annual basis, 
within three months of fiscal year-end. 

The issuing of the circular was a surprising 
move. Indeed, many countries have, or 
are in the process of, adopting voluntary 
or mandatory sustainability disclosures 
but few have actually mandated the 
creation of a comprehensive annual 
sustainability report, and certainly not to 
the high quality of transparent and detailed 
reporting required by the GRI. In terms 
of sustainability reporting, it is certainly 
progressive. 

What is a sustainability report and 
who is it written for?

Historically, many companies published a 
short statement of their limited Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives on 
their website and included it in the front 
section of their annual financial reports. 
They typically focused on including 
philanthropic work (such as charity work, 
employee volunteering days) and limited 
environmental initiatives, such as office 
recycling schemes. The scope was often 
narrow and usually there was no clear 
link of these initiatives to the strategic 
objectives of the company or to targets. 
They were aspirational at best.

Over time, various stakeholders started to 
pay more attention to the inter-relationship 
between companies and the environment 

and society. These stakeholders included 
governments, regulators, stock exchanges, 
investors, suppliers, consumers, employees 
and the public at large. Against a 
backdrop of climate and societal change 
and awareness, stakeholders became 
more activist, ready to question working 
conditions, supplier arrangements and 
environmental impact, boycott goods 
and services, hold Boards to account, 
and disinvest. Gradually, non-financial 
information about companies’ strategic 
view of, exposure to, and interaction with 
the environment and society began to be 
played into valuations as new risks and 
opportunities were identified and demands 
for more transparent and accurate 
non-financial information to inform the 
stakeholders was demanded. 

As stated by the International Federation of 
Accountants (IFAC) in its June 2021 report: 
“Corporate reporting is changing. Quickly. 
Yesterday’s focus on financial statements 
is giving way to an integrated approach to 
financial information, ESG or sustainability 
information, and broader non-financial 
information. In particular, investors and 
other stakeholders are increasingly 
demanding high-quality sustainability 
information, and reporting entities are 
looking to—and in many cases are being 
required to—provide it”. 

In response, numerous companies 
developed various reporting mechanisms 
for such non-financial information, leading 
to a panoply of standards, reporting 
principles and guidance (see PoV Summer 
2021). 

Currently, the GRI is the most reported 
voluntary standard globally. A study by IFAC 
in June 2021 selected 1,400 companies 
across 22 jurisdictions, based on their 
market capitalization. Of these, 1,296, or 91 
percent, reported ESG information, and of 
these, 69 percent referred to GRI as being 
the key reporting standard used.  

Today’s GRI sustainability reports are 

detailed reports published by a company 
on its material non-financial performance 
information, incorporating Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) concerns. 
They demonstrate the strategy that 
companies have put in place to set 
goals, measure performance, manage 
sustainability-related impacts and risks, and 
explain how the company drives value for 
its stakeholders. 

Importantly, they must also be balanced 
and disclose a company’s potential negative 
impact, as well as its positive impact on 
the environment, society, and economy. 
As their sustainability reporting continues 
to mature and evolve, companies will gain 
a better understanding of, and report 
on, how sustainability issues impact their 
business and where opportunities for 
competitiveness and shareholder value can 
be found. 

Today’s GRI sustainability 
reports are detailed 
reports published by a 
company on its material 
non-financial performance 
information, incorporating 
Environmental, Social, 
and Governance 
(ESG) concerns. They 
demonstrate the strategy 
that companies have 
put in place to set goals, 
measure performance, 
manage sustainability-
related impacts and risks, 
and explain how the 
company drives value for 
its stakeholders. 

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Sustainability
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How has sustainability reporting 
developed in the Middle East? 

While most of the Middle East stock 
exchanges/regulators have issued 
guidance on how companies should report 
sustainability information, with Saudi 
Arabia issuing their guidance in October 
2021, currently only the UAE has made it 
mandatory to report using GRI, bringing 
over 130 listed entities into compliance. 
Across the Middle East, there has been 
sporadic adoption of GRI reporting by 
companies in other countries, but not to 
the scale of the UAE. Nevertheless, many 
stock exchanges/regulators and companies 
are watching the UAE closely. 

Outside the Middle East, there is 
an increasing need for companies 
to disclose specific climate-related 
financial disclosures rather than a 
full Sustainability Report, such as GRI, 
with:  

-  The European Union’s Non-Financial 
Reporting Directive (NFRD) and proposed 
Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive (CSRD) extending mandatory 
sustainability reporting to almost 50,000 
companies in the EU.  

-  The UK’s requirement for all premium 
listed companies to state in their Annual 
Report whether their disclosures are 
consistent with the Task Force on Climate-
Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) 
recommendations, or to explain why not.

-  The IFRS Foundation’s announcement 
in November 2021 to establish a new 
International Sustainability Standards 
Board within the governance structure of 
the IFRS Foundation, which would deliver 
its ambition to introduce a global baseline 
of standards for sustainability-related 
disclosures, focused on meeting the 
information needs of investors globally 
when assessing enterprise value.  

This movement for increased sustainability 
reporting will undoubtedly impact 

companies in the Middle East, which is 
why the current focus on the development 
of GRI reports in the region is a very 
important first step to build capabilities and 
meet initial expectations. It also prepares 
companies well for future sustainability 
reporting requirements, such as the 
expected IFRS standard of reporting. 

The challenges of writing a GRI report

Companies seeking to write a GRI 
report will experience a number 
of challenges in meeting the GRI 
reporting requirements: 

-  The GRI is technically complex, with over 
500 pages of detailed requirements and 
guidance providing a comprehensive 
sustainability reporting standard.

-  Preparing a report in accordance with 
the GRI means that the company must 
investigate and report a full and balanced 
picture of its material topics and related 
impacts, as well as how these impacts are 
managed. 

-  A GRI report should cover issues 
which reflect the company’s significant 
economic, environmental and social 
impacts, or that substantively influence 
the assessments and decisions 
of stakeholders. This requires an 
appropriate analysis of stakeholder 
engagement, seeking to respond to 
reasonable expectations and interests of 
stakeholders.

-  When assessing the materiality of a topic, 
companies should take into account both, 
internal factors (mission, competitive 
strategy) and external factors, such as the 
interests of different stakeholder groups 
and broader social, environmental and 
economic interests, at the societal level.

-  The GRI Standards provide specific key 
performance indicators (KPIs) to be 
measured, managed and reported for 
each suggested topic.

-  A detailed and accurate index of 
disclosures needs to be prepared and 
presented, with omissions identified and 
appropriately explained.

The company may also meet practical 
hurdles: 

-  A sustainability report needs to include 
clear text that conveys important 
messages and specific disclosures, skills 
usually demonstrated by communications 
teams or public relations (PR) companies.

-  The report needs to include statements 
and metrics on information that may not 
have been previously collated from across 
the company and publicly presented, such 
as emissions, water use, waste, diversity 
and inclusion. 

-  Sustainability reporting specialists, 
experienced in drafting the report and 
collating the information, may not be in 
the company and may not even be in the 
market (especially true of the Middle East, 
given the short history and low maturity of 
sustainability reporting).

-  There are difficulties in outsourcing the 
production of the report to third parties: 
Few consultants and communication/PR 
firms have the wide skills and technical 
knowledge to cover drafting copy, collating 
and disclosing metrics, understanding and 
meeting GRI disclosure requirements. 

-  The financial auditor of the company 
cannot write the report on behalf of 
the company, as that would affect its 
independence. 

-  Internal reviews of the report including 
the copy, the metrics and the GRI 
disclosures, are difficult to complete if the 
review mechanism lacks the knowledge 
and experience of sustainability reports 
and disclosures. Accuracy is at risk and 
claims of compliance with the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) may be false. 

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Sustainability
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Companies that are successful in preparing 
high quality sustainability reports usually 
adopt an approach that integrates the need 
to build their own capabilities within the 
company (in order to meet the short-term 
requirement of drafting a sustainability 
report), as well as the need to meet the 
challenges of more comprehensive climate-
related financial disclosures and integrated 
reporting. These companies: 

-  Obtain Board support and sponsorship, 
with the COO and CFO closely aligned with 
the success and implementation of the 
project and strong relationships formed 
with Finance, Strategy and Investor 
Relations. 

-  Appoint a Chief Sustainability Officer, 
not only to oversee the company’s 
sustainability initiatives, but also to 
oversee the stakeholder interaction 
including shareholder concerns and 
understand the ESG rating agencies’ 
requirements, as well as manage the GRI 
reporting.  

-  Identify, recruit, and train a core dedicated 
Sustainability team to co-ordinate the 
preparation of the report. The GRI offer 
training and a certification process to 
build technical experience.  

-  Address and plan the detailed 
requirements of reporting, such as the 
development of strategy, identification 
of GRI requirements such as stakeholder 
engagement, material topic assessment, 
topic-based metrics and disclosures and 
the drafting of copy.

-  Potentially outsource the drafting of copy 
to a third-party Communications or PR 
agency to ensure the text is accurate, 
readable, and coherent. However, 
facilitation, project management and 
oversight by the sustainability team needs 
to be strong to make this efficient. 

-  Build the capability to collate company-
wide data to support disclosures and 
metrics internally, rather than outsource 

this function, as those best able to 
obtain and understand data are those 
within the company itself, not outsiders. 
Often, existing IT systems, data, and 
evidence, together with the network of 
collators within an organization tasked 
with collating ESG data and metrics, are 
of a relatively low quality, compared to 
those mature and efficient systems and 
processes supporting the collation of 
financial reporting data. The ESG data 
and metrics collation approach must 
be strengthened significantly to ensure 
accurate and consistent information is 
available for reporting. 

-  Seek technical GRI standards 
interpretation advice and insight, 
benchmarking to peers, insights on 
reporting and disclosures from external 
parties, with the aim of educating and 
informing the company’s sustainability 
team, leaving a legacy of capability to 
manage and maintain the company’s 
claim of GRI compliance and be prepared 
for future reporting requirements. 

This movement for increased 
sustainability reporting will  
undoubtedly impact companies in  
the Middle East, which is why the 
current focus on the development 
of GRI reports in the region is a very 
important first step to build capabilities 
and meet initial expectations. It also 
prepares companies well for future 
sustainability reporting requirements, 
such as the expected IFRS standard  
of reporting.

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Sustainability
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-  Obtain external, independent, robust 
assurance over the company’s claim 
of GRI compliance and the accuracy 
and appropriateness of the metrics 
presented. Of the companies reviewed 
through the IFAC survey and reported on 
sustainability, over 50 percent obtained 
some form of assurance. 

The role of assurance

The GRI does not itself certify compliance 
of a company’s sustainability report. It does 
not judge the outcome or quality  
of a company’s report or whether a report 
is in accordance with the GRI Standards,  
as it states that impartiality is important for 
maintaining credibility of a standard setter.
Instead, the GRI advises the use of external 
assurance for sustainability reports. 
Although the GRI standards do not 
require companies to obtain independent 
assurance in order to make a claim that  
the report has been prepared in 
accordance with the standards,  
companies are nevertheless required  
to explicitly report their approach to 
external assurance with a specific 
disclosure in the Index published in  
their sustainability report.   

IFAC has noted that with investors 
increasingly incorporating sustainability 
matters into their asset allocation 
decisions, low-quality sustainability 
assurance is presenting a significant,  
global investor protection issue. It 
highlighted the fact that the International 
Company of Securities Commissions 
(IOSCO) is leading the way to understand 
the potential ramifications for investors. 

Further, with the Financial Stability Board 
(FSB) and the Network for Greening the 
Financial System (NGFS) articulating the link 
between climate risk and financial stability, 
low-quality sustainability assurance is 
emerging as a financial stability risk as well.  
IFAC calls on the professional accounting 
profession to rise to the occasion and meet 
this emerging need. It says: “In a world 
where reliable sustainability information 

is becoming as important as financial 
information, we simply cannot leave it up  
to chance.”  

A sign of things to come? 

Sustainability reporting is developing 
quickly in many countries: moving from 
a purely voluntary regime to one with 
multiple disclosure requirements, within 
a changing regulatory and compliance 
environment. The course has been set 
and, through the internationalization of 
stakeholders, the standards to which 
companies are expected to report will  
be raised in all markets. It is in the interest 
of Middle Eastern companies to not only 
observe what is happening in other more 
mature financial markets, as a glimpse of 
the near future, but to accept that change 
is coming, rapidly, and start preparing. 

By Damian Regan, Middle East Assurance 
Leader for Sustainability, Deloitte Middle 
East

Endnotes
 1.  “The State of Play In Sustainability Assur-

ance,” The International Federation of 
Accountants (IFAC), June 2021, Foreword, 
page 3.
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Deloitte’s 2021 Middle East Fraud 
survey revealed that organizations in 
the Middle East region have started 

to take action against fraud risk but the 
degree and extent to which they have been 
successful is somewhat mixed. We have 
seen that an increase in emphasis on fraud 
is mainly attributable to increased scrutiny 
from regulators as well as a greater degree 
of integration into the global market, and 
with that, exposure to more exacting 
international standards of fraud risk 
governance.  

At the same time, we have seen a 
dichotomy between the more proactive 
organizations and the ones that are more 
reactive. The reactive companies tend 
to fall behind in the race mainly due to 
governance structures that grant a higher 
degree of management impunity with 
limited oversight. Unsurprisingly, when 
fraud affects these companies-especially 
incidents involving senior individuals-the 
shockwaves can be significant.

In our experience, there are certain other 
factors that undermine a company’s 
willingness to tackle fraud risk head-on. 
These include:

-  Culture: Some companies have senior 
management that are generally used to 
running businesses or functions with the 
sole objective of fulfilling, or exceeding, 
targets. This can lead to a culture where 
internal rules, as well as regulations and 
laws, could be broken. 

-  Conflict of interest: There has been 
conflict of interest situations between 
organizations and their stakeholders, 
which pose threats that are not only 
financial but also extend into brand 
and reputation. These conflicts of 
interest typically arise when dealing with 
third parties, including suppliers, with 

whom the companies have business 
relationships (which may in fact be related 
parties to a stakeholder), or recruitment 
of employees within internal functions. 
Pre-existing conflict of interest, or comfort 
with them, may impair stakeholders’ 
willingness to embrace a more focused 
fraud risk management agenda.

-  “It’s just how business is done around 
here.”: In some companies, there is a lack 
of awareness especially when it comes to 
dealing with complex situations involving 
ethical dilemmas. Staff may receive mixed 
signals and have trouble identifying that 
something is wrong, and if so, what to do 
about it.   

-  Aversion to discretionary spend: Even 
certain companies that, on paper have 
certain fraud risk management program 
aspects in place, view it as a ‘tick the box’ 
exercise, where the investment and level 
of efforts involved in such exercises may 
not prove useful. It may be that, faced 
with tight budget decisions, these firms do 
not want to spend money on preventive 
measures and hope that bare minimum 
efforts can stave off significant issues.

The above points are clubbed with the 
fact that the Middle East economy is 
labour-intensive, as well as dependent 

It is a challenging 
decision to raise 
one’s hand if 
you risk running 
afoul of a senior 
individual in the 
organization. 
These factors may 
lead to fraud not 
being detected at 
all or may not be 
resolved effectively.

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Fraud



15

on expatriates. There are many instances 
where stakeholders, such as employees, 
or even personnel from third parties, do 
not report incidents for fear of retaliation 
and the risk to their livelihoods since in 
most countries in the region, an expat’s 
visa is tied to their jobs. It is a challenging 
decision to raise one’s hand if you risk 
running afoul of a senior individual in the 
organization. These factors may lead to 
fraud not being detected at all or may not 
be resolved effectively. This is reaffirmed 
by Deloitte’s Middle East Fraud Survey 
2021 wherein most of the respondents felt 
that the whistleblowing mechanism was 
not effective in dealing with the reported 
fraudulent incidents. 

We have seen a positive trend in Middle 
Eastern firms conducting fraud risk 
assessments over the last 10 years, which 
we attribute largely to pressure from the 
regulators. However as per our recent 
survey results, the effectiveness of such 
exercises appears to be questionable as 
is the response plan that firms prepare 
and undertake following the exercise. This 
suggests a wider scope for regulator and 
industry cooperation, primarily to develop 
and disseminate clear best practices for 
companies to follow and provide guidance 
to them in aligning with regulatory 
expectations. Organizations need 
encouragement to invest in the measures 
to proactively prevent fraudulent incidents 
rather than waiting to detect fraud or 
act after a fraudulent incident has been 
identified or reported.

The most effective way to achieve the 
objective of protecting enterprises from 
internal as well as external fraud is to 
implement a comprehensive fraud risk 
management framework. This essentially 
requires participation across the 
organization, starting from the oversight 
of the Board and disseminating to the 

senior management, other employees, as 
well as any third parties including vendors 
and business partners. There is a need to 
develop an anti-fraud vision for the firm 
and then focus on the key elements of an 
effective fraud risk governance structure, 
and then ensure they are not treated as a 
“once-and-done” exercise. It is necessary 
to regularly review and revisit the fraud 
governance mechanisms in order to be 
updated with the changing business and 
risk landscape.

To this end, the survey highlighted one 
encouraging trend around investments 
in preventive monitoring: organizations 
that have deployed fraud monitoring/
detection technologies have been satisfied 
with the results. Smart analytics tools and 
technologies such as artificial intelligence 
(AI) and machine learning (ML) can help 
organizations streamline previously 
cumbersome monitoring efforts end 
increase the efficacy of proactive measures. 

Given the advancements over the last 
10 years, it will be exciting to watch how 
fraud risk management evolves in the 
Middle East over the next 10 years. We 
hope to see a groundswell of emphasis on 
proactive measures. Perhaps in the future, 
the Middle East Fraud Survey 2031 will 
even see a plurality of organizations include 
the area of fraud risk management as a 
strategic KPI for their management and 
other stakeholders. Further advancements 
will be critical as governments in the region 
seek to establish it as a safe ethically sound 
ecosystem for conducting business.

By Collin Keeney, Partner, 
Prabodh Newar, Assistant Director and 
Gaurav Malhotra, Assistant Manager, 
Financial Advisory, Deloitte Middle East

Organizations need 
encouragement 
to invest in 
the measures 
to proactively 
prevent fraudulent 
incidents rather 
than waiting to 
detect fraud or act 
after a fraudulent 
incident has 
been identified or 
reported.
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Businesses and organizations across 
the Middle East are embracing 
the innovation economy as a 

fundamental proposition to increasing 
the efficiency and effectiveness of internal 
audit processes. Due to the complexity of 
operations in organizations, innovators 
have developed digital data transformation 
as a mechanism for enhancing a true and 
fair view of inherent and residual risks, 
as well as of adopted controls within 
the audit process. For several decades 
now, the internal audit function had 
incorporated progressive automation, 
aiming at economic efficiencies and quality 
production. Before the implementation of 
automated processes, the internal audit 
functions had faced different evolutionary 
methods for centuries. Firms have 
rendered technological advancement, 
particularly automated processes, 
as a strategic control mechanism for 
effective operations, while also taking 
into consideration the unaccounted risks 
present in business operations.

While the global financial crisis of 2008 
spurred firms, particularly those in the 
financial sector, to seek changes in 
their audit resources, the technological 
revolution of the 21st century has 
influenced the internal audit systems 
of organizations due mainly to the 
development of artificial intelligence (AI), 
robotic process automation (RPA), and 
smart city communication technologies. 
Globalization also enabled companies 
to operate in different countries while 
controlling resource allocation at the same 
time. Automated systems were used to 
channel resources effectively across all 
branches along with processing data for 
decision-making.

The use of AI in the internal audit functions 
further ascertains and confirms the human 
analytics and decision-making process. 
While these systems consist of augmenting 
features that replicate human intelligence 
on operation, the RPA is a subset of AI that 
comprises structured input and business 
logic of the activities of an organization. 

This tool aims at manipulating data, 
interpreting business processes, and 
triggering communication among other 
digitalized systems.

Moreover, the RPA tool is integrated into 
the systems of organizations with the 
support office system functions to grasp 
the entire overview of data. The RPA tool 
and AI have offered several opportunities 
for organizations and increased the 
internal audit responsibilities. In this 
case, the utilization of advanced RPA 
and AI in internal audit have developed 
the smart city technologies which refer 
to the modern design of cities using 
advanced information and communication 
technologies incorporated within urban 
centers for quality resource utilization. 
The necessity to develop smart city 
technology has brought about big data and 
transformation initiatives, which in turn fuel 
business operations and break down the 
complexity of presented data, eventually 
seeking to provide an overall assurance for 
the process flows. Internal audit functions 
have to respond to these changes within 
the business operations as a process of 
managing values and improving the quality 
of life.

Ever since the development and 
implementation of automated internal 
audit systems, firms have experienced 
several benefits vis-à-vis the manual 
practices and template plans, allowing them 
to cover a wider range of data compared 
to the standard sample approach. For 
instance, computerized systems enhance 
the cost-effectiveness of a firm, as 40 to 
80 percent of investments often cover 

The necessity to develop 
smart city technology 
has brought about big 
data and transformation 
initiatives, which in turn 
fuel business operations 
and break down the 
complexity of presented 
data, eventually seeking 
to provide an overall 
assurance for the process 
flows. Internal audit 
functions have to respond 
to these changes within 
the business operations 
as a process of managing 
values and improving the 
quality of life.
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relevant cost functions. Automated internal 
audit systems increase the data quality at 
organizations and provide more accurate 
processed data. In this case, software 
robots do not make consistent decisions, 
but rather, are configured to provide a 
consistent approach to solving problems. 
Automated systems also enable firms to 
monitor data flow continuously during any 
given period of time throughout the year. 
Automated systems also accommodate for 
a higher capacity and increase the speed 
of information at organizations, enabling 
them to perform a more effective decision-
making process. Finally, automated internal 
audit systems improve control over 
operations, making actions correspond to 
results.

The evolution of automated internal audit 
systems has positively contributed to the 
general performance of organizations 
across the Middle East. These systems 
have given organizations the opportunity 
to improve the process of internal audit. 
They have also attracted various competent 
resources in a multinational context, 
allowing organizations to operate in 
different nations while utilizing a unified 
decision-making methodology.

By Elias Ma'ayeh, Partner and Sharif 
Barakat, Director, Risk Advisory, Deloitte 
Middle East
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What dangers lurk beneath 
the numbers? 
The case for business conduct 
due diligence
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As most countries are still in the 
throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
companies all over the world are 

eager to make up for lost time. Reuters 
reported a surge in merger and acquisition 
(M&A) activities in the first quarter of 2021, 
the second biggest quarter on record 
according to data provider Refinitiv. 

M&A activity typically triggers companies to 
conduct some form of due diligence, be it a 
potential acquisition, a critical transaction, 
or even a significant new business 
relationship. To most business owners 
and companies, due diligence instinctively 
means a deep dive into the figures. 

However, there is more to a company 
than just the numbers, and for those who 
really want to understand if other dangers 
may lurk beneath the numbers, there is 
an entire suite of due diligence available. 
Aside from financial due diligence, which 
is probably the most common, companies 
can also opt to perform operational and 
business conduct due diligence. 

An operational due diligence exercise, 
which also includes Human Resources 

and Information Technology, focuses 
on the strength and compatibility of a 
company’s operations including supply 
chain integration, operational efficiency and 
organizational resources-important aspects 
of a company to consider, particularly 
ahead of any major acquisitions. But how 
can acquirers evaluate how compliant the 
business practices of a target company 
are?

Business conduct due diligence (BCDD) 
goes beyond the numbers to assess and 
evaluate any potential exposures to key 
international business conduct regulations 
such as the U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices 
Act (FCPA), the UK Bribery Act, leading 
economic and financial sanctions regimes, 
as well as other more specific regulations 
such as supply chain integrity and ethical 
labor supply, among others. 

BCDD aims to address two key concerns: 
successor liability for bad practices at the 
acquired business, and potential loss of 
value if businesses need to change their 
practices going forward. 

Successor liability

Successor liability arises when the acquiring 
company is liable and responsible for the 
obligations of the target company. Under 
the principles of the FCPA, this means a 
buyer could, potentially, be held liable 
for any pre-closing instances of non-
compliance on part of the target. 
The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) and 
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), 
who jointly enforce the FCPA, published a 
first edition of their FCPA Resource Guide 
in 2012 directly addressing the topic of 
successor liability, advising companies 
engaging in M&A activities to “conduct 
thorough risk-based FCPA and anti-
corruption due diligence on potential new 
business acquisitions”.  
Recent updates by the DOJ and SEC with 
regards to successor liability recognize 
that in certain circumstances, robust 

Business conduct due diligence (BCDD) 
goes beyond the numbers to assess 
and evaluate any potential exposures 
to key international business conduct 
regulations such as the U.S. Foreign 
Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA), the UK 
Bribery Act, leading economic and 
financial sanctions regimes, as well as 
other more specific regulations such as 
supply chain integrity and ethical labor 
supply, among others. 
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pre-acquisition due diligence may be 
challenging for practical reasons and 
where this is the case, the timeliness and 
adequacy of the post-acquisition due 
diligence would be examined closely.

This latest guidance signals to buyers that 
not just pre-acquisition, but also post-
acquisition due diligence will be considered 
by the DOJ and SEC prior to determining 
any enforcement actions regarding 
successor liability.  

This is good news and provides companies 
with a second chance to mitigate the risk of 
expensive legal and professional advisory 
bills, hefty penalties/fines, reputational 
damage and loss of investor confidence 
that may come with a FCPA related 
disclosure. 

The relevance of BCDD in the Middle 
East region

Companies may be less familiar with BCDD, 
but the reasons for why this component is 
equally important, particularly in the Middle 
East region, would surely resonate with 
them.

Through its Corruption Perceptions Index 
(CPI), Transparency International ranks 
countries on a scale of 0 (clean) to 100 
(very corrupt). In January 2021, the CPI 
reported that the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region scored an average of 
39 for the third consecutive year and the 
general perception was that the region 
remained highly corrupt with little progress 
made to control such practices.  

In recent years, the appetite of 
multinational firms to conduct business 

with, and invest in, local companies in 
the region has markedly increased. Aside 
from tie-ups and joint ventures with 
regional organizations, there has also 
been a number of major acquisitions 
made by multinational corporations in the 
Middle East over the last decade, namely, 
Amazon’s acquisition of the region’s 
biggest online retailer Souq.com and the 
acquisition of Careem by Uber being two 
stand-out examples. 

It is important to remember, however, 
that it is not just U.S. firms that need to 
worry about exposure to the FCPA and 
anti-corruption laws. The concept of 
extra-territorial jurisdiction (which hinges 
on the involvement of U.S. “persons,” U.S. 
currency or existence of U.S. operations) 
has given the U.S. authorities power to 
flex their regulatory muscles far from 
American shores. Coupled with increasing 

In recent years, the appetite of 
multinational firms to conduct  
business with, and invest in, local 
companies in the region has markedly 
increased. Aside from tie-ups and joint 
ventures with regional organizations, 
there has also been a number of major 
acquisitions made by multinational 
corporations in the Middle East over 
the last decade, namely, Amazon’s 
acquisition of the region’s biggest  
online retailer Souq.com and the 
acquisition of Careem by Uber being 
two stand-out examples. 

enforcement of local anti-corruption laws, 
this means that outbound M&A deals from 
the Middle East, and even purely intra-
regional deals, can create FCPA exposure. 

How can a BCDD review help?

The biggest advantage of a company 
investing its time and resources to 
understand the potential business conduct 
risks of a potential acquisition is not getting 
caught out later for unsustainable and 
non-compliant business practices. Where a 
company identifies a revenue stream that 
is dependent on corrupt practices, they 
can consider the potential loss of revenue 
when such practices cease and evaluate 
the real performance of the target business 
under ethical practices.
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Understanding what the associated 
business conduct risks are for a potential 
acquisition also gives the acquiring 
company the option to choose relatively 
less risky investments options which may 
not be obvious at face value. 

BCDD considerations 

The advice issued by the DOJ and SEC is 
to follow a thorough risk-based approach 
when conducting FCPA and anti-corruption 
due diligence on potential new business 
ventures/acquisitions. 

As a starting point, there are a few common 
indicators of potentially troubling business 
practices companies should remain alert 
to:

•  Lack of established compliance and 
business conduct procedures;  

•  Lack of employees’ awareness and 
knowledge of bribery, corruption and 
sanctions; 

 
BCDD: A real-world example

This was the scenario faced by  
one business where a financial  
due diligence exercise on a target 
identified a high number of large  
cash payments recorded under 
marketing expenses. The target was  
a local business and the payments  
in question had no accompanying  
journal descriptions. Given the lack  
of commercial rationale for a company  
of this nature to be dealing in  
consistently large amounts of cash,  
a business conduct due diligence 
quickly ensued. 

The review identified that these  
payments had little to no supporting 
documentation and the explanation  
offered by management made little 
commercial sense casting further 
doubt on the business practices at  
the target. The review unearthed a 
number of additional concerns such 
as benefits offered to senior ranking 
officials in positions of influence, either 
within clients or agencies/organizations 
that directly impacted the target’s  
operations, large unsupported cash 
payments to related parties and the 
settlement of partners’ personal  
expenses using company funds. 

While this acquisition was eventually 
completed, it was under the express 
agreement that a detailed compliance 
program would be implemented as a 
highest priority and follow-up business 
conduct reviews would be undertaken  
on an ongoing basis to evaluate  
whether the identified risks remained,  
and if they were being appropriately 
mitigated by the target.

•  Existence of key business conduct risk 
factors in the business such as customer/
vendor base, significant business 
development activities, use of third 
parties and agents for key government 
interactions; and 

•  Poor record keeping/ documentation for 
transactions associated with a heightened 
business risk.

Understanding what the associated 
business conduct risks are for a 
potential acquisition also gives the 
acquiring company the option to choose 
relatively less risky investments options 
which may not be obvious at face value. 
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While there is a perception that the 
detection of risky or potentially corrupt 
business practices can signal the end 
of a potential M&A deal, this does not 
necessarily have to be the case. Light touch 
and pre-acquisition reviews are a good 
way of providing quick answers and insight 
into whether there are any show-stopping 
issues lurking beneath the figures. A more 
fulsome review can then be conducted 
as soon as possible post-acquisition, to 
immediately identify and curtail any risky 
behavior. 

The risk of not identifying corrupt practices 
is greater than the risk of identifying them 
upfront because they can be addressed 
head-on.

By Collin Keeney, Partner and Razia 
Mir, Assistant Director, Financial Advisory, 
Deloitte Middle East

Endnotes
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Expo 2020 Dubai
When Dubai won the bid to host World Expo 2020 
in 2013, we asked our experts to weigh in on what 
it would mean for business in the Emirate. Despite 
setbacks, Expo 2020 Dubai was finally inaugurated 
in 2021 with huge pomp and to much acclaim. 
Postponed due to the pandemic, the world fair 
showcases all that humanity has achieved so far, and 
offers hope for a creative future. On the occasion, we 
once again turn to our experts to weigh in on what 
impact the Expo may have in a post-Covid world and 
what, if anything, has changed.
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When Dubai won the bid to host 
World Expo 2020 Dubai in 2013, 
we asked our experts to weigh 

in on what it would mean for business in 
the Emirate. Despite setbacks, Expo 2020 
Dubai was finally inaugurated in 2021 
with huge pomp and to much acclaim. 
Postponed due to the pandemic, the 
world fair showcases all that humanity 
has achieved so far, and offers hope for 
a creative future. On the occasion, we 
once again turn to our experts to weigh 
in on what impact the Expo may have in a 
post-Covid world and what, if anything, has 
changed.

Damian Regan, Middle East Assurance
Leader for Sustainability

What Expo 2020 Dubai has demonstrated 
is the ability to weather this particular 
Covid storm through continued effort, 
goodwill and adaptation. It has put in place 
its own sustainable story of low emissions, 
recyclable and reusable construction, and 
sustainable tourism. The country pavilions 
and their exhibitions highlighted many 
innovations that will help the world move 
forward in terms of sustainability. In many 
ways, Expo 2020 Dubai has more impact 
and has shown us all what we must do in 
an ever-changing world that leads with 
sustainability at its core. 

Of the many things that Covid-19 has 
taught us, one is that not only are 
companies highly vulnerable to the 
effects of nature, where supply chains are 
disrupted, demand dries up, physical assets 
are unable to be used, and workers stay at 
home, but also that those companies that 
are able to quickly adapt to disruption and 
respond are those that remerge quickly 
and thrive. These companies are often 
deemed sustainable in the sense that they 
have evaluated and responded effectively 
to both risks and opportunities. 
In many ways, climate change presents 
a similar force of nature, outside the 
control of companies, but over a longer 
time-frame. Companies need to factor in 
climate change and other environmental 
and societal changes, in order to position 
themselves strongly for what the future 
may hold.

Companies need to factor in climate 
change and other environmental and 
societal changes, in order to position 
themselves strongly for what the future 
may hold. 
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Expo 2020 Dubai has been a unique 
demonstration of how diverse yet 
universal the concept of Smart City can 
be from the Smart Pavilion replica of 
Finland to Germany’s Future City Lab or 
India’s Smart City Mission.

Emmanuel Durou, Partner,
Consulting, Technology, Media and
Telecommunications Leader 

The learnings and impact of Expo 2020 
Dubai could not be more relevant for a 
Covid world, where technology and digital 
have taken center stage in shaping our 
ways of living. For Dubai and the UAE, 
two core aspects of Expo are profoundly 
impacting the technology landscape of 
the Emirate and will form an integral part 
of the Expo legacy in the country and for 
Dubai: the build-up of a vibrant tech start-
up ecosystem, enabling its ambition to 
become the smartest city on earth. 

Firstly, Expo 2020 Dubai has brought about 
profound changes in the UAE tech SME and 
start-up ecosystem. In the ramp-up to the 
Expo, over 16,700 contracts were awarded, 
and more than half of these to SMEs, 
including a significant proportion in the 
technology sector. Local start-ups across 
supply chain, logistics and events have 
benefited from ancillary services delivered 
to the most significant global gathering 
since the start of the pandemic, while local 
emerging tech (e.g. agtech, cleantech, etc.) 
have greatly benefited from the cross-
pollination of ideas from international start-
ups with platforms such as the Good Place 
Pavilion, home of the Expo Live impact and 
innovation program, and other networking 
and collaborating events across Expo. 
As important, the legacy strategy of Expo 
with District 2020 and the Scale2Dubai 
initiative are bound to provide fertile 
ground to further build the UAE start-up 
ecosystem. Given the scale and ambition 
of District 2020, we see its unique central 
infrastructure, mixing corporate, SMEs and 
start-ups combined with the latest smart 
city technology to bring to scale similar 
existing concepts in the Emirate including 
Area 71. 

The second impact relates to the position 
of Dubai and the UAE on the smart city 
agenda. In many ways, Smart City is the 
Eiffel Tower of Expo 2020 Dubai. Expo 2020 
Dubai has been a unique demonstration 

of how diverse yet universal the concept of 
Smart City can be-from the Smart Pavilion 
replica of Finland to Germany’s Future City 
Lab or India’s Smart City Mission. All bear in 
common the advantages that technologies 
such as IoT or 5G can bring to smart 
urbanization and sustainable development. 
Yet, Expo 2020 Dubai in itself is delivering 
a real-life glimpse of smart city in action 
with hundreds of thousands of data points 
being captured daily throughout tens of 
thousands of sensors onsite, contributing 
to enhance visitors’ experience, reduce 
emissions and improve the site’s 
operations. 

The Expo legacy, via District 2020, stands 
at the heart of these two themes-a vibrant 
tech start-up ecosystem, enabled by a 
unique smart city infrastructure. When 
the Expo site will be converted into a 400+ 
hectare city inside the city, it will become 
a unique test bed for new technologies 
and innovation, leveraging concepts such 
as the Urban Lab for start-ups to test new 
ideas and products. District 2020 will not 
only embody the vision of the smart city 
developed during the six months of the 
event, it will also turn into a living tech lab 
for the hundreds of SMEs and corporations 
in the district. 
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Cynthia Corby, Partner, Audit & 
Assurance and Construction Leader

The Expo 2020 Dubai motto “Connecting 
Minds, Creating the Future” resonates even 
more in a post-Covid world. The subthemes 
Opportunity, Mobility and Sustainability are, 
in particular, very relevant and powerful 
after several months of lockdowns, a period 
of disconnection and uncertainty around 
the world. Sustainability is now more than 
ever at the heart of several government, 
business and personal objectives as 
evidenced during the COP26 summit in 
Glasgow. 

Of particular importance, and a strong 
emerging trend, is that funding of 
largescale projects in the short to medium 
term will require the project owners to 
have incorporated sustainability into their 
overall objectives for the capital asset. 
That these projects can operate as zero-
carbon footprints in the future will be an 
imperative.
 
Expo 2020 Dubai offers a great platform 
for the construction sector to showcase 
emerging trends, specifically in the 
Sustainability Pavilion, which demonstrates 
how a capital project can be built 
and operated, as through investing in 
sustainable building technologies and 
capabilities, accelerating the use of more 
efficient power and water technology. 
Digital transformation is also an integral 
part of responding to today’s challenges 
and other transformative changes that will 
have a long-lasting impact on the industry 
and allow more proactive management and 
decision making. 

Expo has opened in a world where 
people and business are still cautiously 
approaching ways to work, with many 
adopting hybrid working policies that 
focus on using key opportunities to 
connect when it matters most. Expo offers 
this unique opportunity for countries, 
businesses, and people to reconnect and 
build relationships in the moments where 
face-to-face connection matters. Expo 2020 

Dubai has set the stage to demonstrate 
how to attract much needed global 
investment for all participants and has 
been a key enabler to reopen for business 
and to stimulate economic growth, which 
for the UAE is being driven during the Expo 
by the visitor expenditure and the knock-on 
effect this has on several other industries, 
specifically around Tourism, Hospitality, 
Food & beverage and Retail. Dubai once 
again feels like the Tourism destination it 
has had set its sights on. 

In 2017, the UAE’s National Committee for 
Sustainable Development Goal’s priorities 
were to map the SDG targets to UAE’s 
federal and local development plans. A 
country-wide effort to raise awareness 
of the SDGs and to engage with a range 
of stakeholders across federal and local 
government, the private sector, academia 
and civil society organizations was 
launched. 

The UAE simultaneously launched Energy 
Strategy 2050, which is considered the 
first unified energy strategy in the country 
that is based on supply and demand. The 
strategy aims to increase the contribution 
of clean energy in the total energy mix 
from 25 per cent to 50 percent by 2050 
and reduce carbon footprint of power 
generation by 70 percent, thus saving 
AED 700 billion by 2050. It also seeks 
to increase consumption efficiency of 
individuals and corporates by 40 percent. 
The Expo legacy, which is when the Expo 
will transition to District 2020, will serve to 
continue to be that catalyst for achieving 
this vision. 

Looking beyond the Expo, District 2020 
will become a hub for technology and 
innovation and a place for businesses to 
connect, exchange ideas and solutions 
and create an ecosystem to foster 
sustainable economic development to 
support the growth of key industries 
such as travel, tourism, education, real 
estate and construction. More than 120 
permanent buildings across Expo 2020 
Dubai have been certified by the U.S. Green 

Building Council in a major sustainability 
milestone, not only for the mega-event 
itself, but for its legacy project District 
2020, the humancentric sustainable smart 
city that will repurpose 80 percent of 
the Expo site. What the global pandemic 
has accelerated is the need to reassess 
several capital projects, how they will 
deliver a more sustainable future, through 
design priorities and new processes in 
construction as well as digital innovations. 

Expo 2020 Dubai represents a great 
opportunity, under its strategic subthemes 
of Opportunity Mobility and Sustainability, 
to come together and build a common 
understanding on how to deal with the 
challenges of a post-Covid world and plan 
for the call to action that will deliver the net 
carbon zero goals and create a sustainable 
future.
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Dubai has set the stage 
to demonstrate how to 
attract much needed 
global investment for all 
participants and has been 
a key enabler to reopen for 
business and to stimulate 
economic growth.



Neil Batson, Director, Consulting 

Though the advent of Expo is a significant 
and momentous occasion for the UAE, 
especially as it celebrates its 50th year, 
there are a number of factors both directly 
and indirectly linked to the Expo that will 
undoubtedly contribute to the impact it 
has. 

The original business case for hosting 
the World Expo was based on increasing 
economic activity, building the intangible 
Dubai and UAE brands, Expo visitation and 
the rise in tourists and spending, as well as 
other qualitative and social impacts, such 
as the strengthening of trade and business 
with global counterparts. The Expo has 
already delivered on each of these pillars 
of success, despite (and in some ways as a 
result of) the global Covid-19 pandemic. 
When talking about brand Dubai and brand 
UAE, it is important to highlight the reaction 
of the UAE government to Covid-19, when 
tackling the question around the impact of 
Expo 2020 Dubai, given how intertwined 
Covid is to all aspects of our lives today. 

As Covid-19 infection rates rise again, and 
governments begin to tighten restrictions 
once more, the UAE has so far vaccinated 
over 90 percent of its population and the 
booster programme is now well under 
way. The economy has been open for 
close to a year. The way that the UAE, 
and Dubai specifically, has handled the 
global pandemic since February 2020 is 
exemplary, and is now paying dividends. 
It is directly linked to encouraging both 
leisure and business visitors to visit Dubai 
and the Expo. It is also the catalyst to its 
economy rebounding faster than expected: 
according to the World Bank, Expo 2020 

Dubai has “gotten off to an excellent start 
and hotel occupancy is up from 54 per cent 
in 2020 to 62 per cent in Q3 2021.” 

One of the measures of the success of 
an Expo is measured in number of visits 
achieved, and Expo 2020 Dubai had been 
targeting 25 million visits during the six-
month event. More than 10 million visits 
have been recorded in the period up to 
18 January 2022 – and though this may be 
lower than what was initially expected pre-
pandemic, it is still significant and should 
be considered a fantastic success of Expo 
given the current circumstances. 

What has changed is the proportion of local 
vs. international visitors, with initially over 
70 percent of visitors expected to be living 
outside the UAE, and 30 percent to be from 
within the UAE. Figures for the first three 
months showed that almost one third of 
all visitors came from abroad, with the 
split most likely changing over the coming 
months through increased tourism and 
other parts of the world travel restrictions. 
The biggest impact Expo 2020 Dubai has 
had to date however in our opinion has 
been the strengthening trade and business 
with global counterparts. A perfect 
illustration of this was the recent visit of 
Emmanuel Macron, French President, to 
Expo 2020 Dubai where he was received by 
His Highness Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed 
Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and 
Deputy Supreme Commander of the UAE 
Armed Forces. The two leaders discussed 
the friendly relations, cooperation and 
development opportunities in various 
fields under the strategic partnership 
that brings the two countries together, 
especially in the investment and economic 
aspects, advanced technology, energy 

The competition to 
challenge Dubai’s 
status as the regional 
leader for foreign talent 
and business will only 
intensify over the coming 
years, increasing the 
importance of being able 
to demonstrate the ability 
to create, refine and adapt 
public policy and delivery 
to offer the best results 
for those they serve. 
Dubai is well placed to do 
this.

and food security, in addition to the 
cultural, educational and other fields to 
achieve their mutual interests. President 
Macron’s visit to the UAE also provided the 
right platform to sign over ten important 
agreements and deals on the sidelines, 
with one of the most significant being 
the ordering of 80 Rafale fighter jets and 
12 military helicopters through an arms 
contract worth US$19.20 billion. 

We anticipate Expo 2020 Dubai to build 
on its successes to date during the event, 
which will create a fantastic platform for its 
legacy. Looking beyond the Expo, District 
2020 will become a hub for technology and 
innovation and a place for businesses to 
connect, exchange ideas and solutions and 
create an ecosystem to foster sustainable 
economic development to support the 
growth of key industries such as travel, 
tourism, education, real estate and 
construction. 
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Wayne Thomas, CEO, Financial Advisory 

I think there are a few reasons why Expo 
2020 Dubai can have a greater and more 
significant impact for Dubai, the UAE and 
the GCC in a post-Covid (and, crucially, a 
post-COP26) world: 

Innovation 

The Expo showcases innovation in thinking 
and technology, and supports collaboration 
to build a better future. Although totally 
relevant themes in 2013 and in 2019, it 
feels like the new world with Covid, and 
the watershed change in perceptions 
of the global impacts of climate change 
demonstrated at COP26, really bring these 
themes to the forefront of global thinking. 
The UAE’s agenda to diversify away from oil, 
particularly towards greener technology, 
has never seemed more important (both 
for the economy and for wider perceptions) 
and the Emirates can play a leading role in 
the development of sustainable sources 
going forward. The infrastructure landscape 
is also being shaped by the change to the 
ways that people will work after Covid, 
with less office space and more demand 
for green space. The need for residential, 
commercial and wider infrastructure to 
support the sustainability agenda is also 
clear, and Dubai in particular has a clear 
role here. 

Better government 

Another key theme that resonates across 
the region is the desire/agenda to make 
government more effective, efficient and 
better at delivering for its citizens. Expo 
should be a catalyst for driving further 
change, particularly given recent global 
and regional events. The impact of Covid, 
both directly (in terms of changing working 
conditions, changes to the way we are 

allowed to travel, etc) and indirectly (the 
relationship between government and 
its citizens through restrictions and new 
laws) has magnified the importance of 
effective governance and regulations. The 
competition to challenge Dubai’s status as 
the regional leader for foreign talent and 
business will only intensify over the coming 
years, increasing the importance of being 
able to demonstrate the ability to create, 
refine and adapt public policy and delivery 
to offer the best results for those they 
serve. Dubai is well placed to do this. 

By Neil Batson, Director, Consulting, 
Cynthia Corby, Partner, Audit & Assurance 
and Construction Leader, 
Emmanuel Durou, Partner, 
Consulting, Technology, Media and 
Telecommunications Leader, 
Damian Regan, Middle East Assurance 
Leader for Sustainability and
Wayne Thomas, CEO, Financial Advisory, 
Deloitte Middle East.
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Mega project governance: Is it 
effective or just bureaucracy?
Countries in the Middle East, particularly members of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), have been increasingly investing in 
mega projects over the past 25 years to diversify their economies 
beyond oil and gas. As these projects continue to shape the future 
of the Middle East, these authors ask: “What is the value of effective 
governance from special-purpose organizations that enable the 
delivery of these mega projects?”
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Mega projects are typically measured 
in billions of dollars and are 
highly complex to deliver. They 

are intended to drive economic, political, 
social, and technological development. This 
creates a need to set up governing entities 
that will overlook and anchor the various 
aspects of those mega projects with the 
objective of creating a legacy.

The role of special-purpose 
organizations

Countries and governments are inclined to 
set up organizations with a special mandate 
that aims to drive, lead, and coordinate 
the required preparation to deliver mega 
projects.

Types of mega projects can vary 
across the development of transport 
infrastructure (i.e. airports, bridges, 
highways, railways, tunnels, seaports), 
power and utilities (i.e. dams, oil and 
gas, powerplants, telecommunications, 
wastewater), real estate (i.e. smart cities, 
redevelopment, towers, arenas, special 
economic zones), information systems 
and hosting global mega events, among 
others.

Such organizations are set up with a clear 
vision and ultimate objective to be achieved 
in the medium and short-term-typically 
within a span of 10 years. The organizations 
will operate under a strict mandate and 
timeline. Should there be any deviation, the 
strategic and reputational risks will be high.
We refer to these as special-purpose 
organizations.

Governance for mega projects

The members of the GCC-Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates-are heavily invested in 
the delivery of mega projects to fulfil the 
objectives set out in in their ambitious 
long-term national visions. These countries 
are dependent on special-purpose 

Figure 1: Example of mega project across the GCC

organizations to deliver their mega 
projects.
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To enable special-purpose organizations 
to achieve their objectives progressively, 
they require effective governance that 
ensures consistent alignment with the 
strategic objectives, sets the tone at the top 
and cascades the direction of the various 
functions of the organization. From start 
to finish, effective governance ensures 
that the organization remains on track to 
achieve the end goal.

milestones in the project plan, as well 
as understand the risks and issues to 
delivery of these milestones at any given 
point in time. After turning data into 
useful information, the PMO will then 
provide reporting by exception to each 
level of governance for timely decision-
making by stakeholders.

     The PMO may also look back at decisions 
made by the organization and to 
reflect on the results to identify key 
lessons learned for future reference. 
Through time, this will facilitate a more 
streamlined, effective, and efficient 
decision-making process.

To enable special-
purpose organizations to 
achieve their objectives 
progressively, they require 
effective governance 
that ensures consistent 
alignment with the 
strategic objectives, sets 
the tone at the top and 
cascades the direction of 
the various functions of 
the organization. From 
start to finish, effective 
governance ensures that 
the organization remains 
on track to achieve the 
end goal.
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Deriving value for governance

There are various value drivers, of which 
five are listed below, that are sought after 
by special-purpose organizations to achieve 
effective governance for delivering mega 
projects: 

1.  A governance structure that sets the 
tone at the top

     
     As per its definition, governance is 

the act of overseeing the control and 
direction of an organization. Governance 
is typically instilled in an organization by 
establishing forums at each level in its 
hierarchy. The governance framework 
instilled by such an organization 
should be tailored to its objectives and 
key stakeholders at each level in its 
hierarchy.

     
     At the simplest level, a governance 

structure will set the tone at the top of 
the organization from where its mission, 
vision and objectives are cascaded down 
to project level. An effective Project 
Management Office (PMO) will be key to 
oversee the delivery of these projects in 
alignment with the strategic objectives. 

2.   Informed and timely decision-
making

      All special-purpose organizations require 
effective strategic decision-making 
supported by a strategic PMO function 
to track the progress against delivery of 
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     This will contribute to the public’s sense 
of pride, belonging and social prosperity. 
This will positively impact the special-
purpose organization’s public image 
and reputation. Strategic brand and 
communications management is key to 
ensure that the required messages are 
adequately communicated to influential 
stakeholders, who will further promote 
the reputation of special-purpose 
organizations and delivery of the mega 
project, which should progressively 
create a legacy.

5. Delivering long-term value

     Economic sustainability remains a hot 
topic in the Middle East. Special-purpose 
organizations should have legacy as part 
of their core and be intertwined with 
delivery of a country’s long-term vision. 
Through governance, leaders of special-
purpose organizations can identify and 
regularly monitor how the significant 
investments made by countries are 
building a brighter future for its citizens.

     This will also reinforce the ability of 
leadership to ensure the sustainability 
and enhancement of the nation’s legacy. 
The leadership of a special-purpose 
organization can achieve this through 
a phased governance approach, which 
ensures adequate risk and issue 
management, cascaded expertise, and 
a well-rounded knowledge transfer 
mechanism.

3. Increasing resilience to challenges

     Special-purpose organizations require a 
diligent resiliency framework that would 
allow the organization to anticipate any 
negative implications in a timely manner 
and thus, have mitigation plans and 
responses to any unforeseen events 
that could reduce any operational 
or reputational impact. Governance 
provides a structured mechanism 
for responding to threats to ensure 
business continuity, such as during a 
pandemic. The stakeholders involved 
in the governance of a special-purpose 
organization will have a mandate to act 
swiftly through consensus.

     A well-equipped and adequately 
resourced governance function may 
enhance cost-effective resilience. 
Through a pool of experienced resources 
that have been in similar situations 
previously, governance can eliminate the 
costly trial and error problem-solving 
behavior that is seldom afforded to 
special-purpose organizations.

4. Building public trust

     As special-purpose organizations are set 
up by countries and governments, the 
public are an involved and/or impacted 
stakeholder. Effective governance for 
such organizations should ensure that 
there is accountability to the public, 
transparency of information, and 
decision-making with the public’s best 
interest at heart.

While setting 
up an effective 
governance 
framework will 
require significant 
resources whether 
cost, time, or 
manpower it 
will facilitate a 
successful legacy 
through enabling 
transparency, 
consistent 
stakeholder 
engagement 
and a structured 
decision-making 
process that 
incorporates 
adequate 
and timely 
management 
reporting on 
progress.
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Opportunities for special-purpose 
organizations

The premise of a mega project is typically 
focused on the vision, master plan, and 
financial budget. The responsible party 
for delivering the master plan within the 
budget to fulfil the vision-the special-
purpose organization-must be properly 
presided over. This is where governance 
can enable a platform for success.

An effective governance framework is 
essential to support the organization 
in being uniquely positioned to steadily 
progress towards achieving its objectives 
while maintaining the protection of the 
interests of all the stakeholders in the 
organization i.e. shareholders, governing 
bodies, employees, customers, vendors, 
regulators, the community. Further, 
governance will support such organizations 
to promote transparency and clearly 
articulate the division of responsibilities 
among different authorities to achieve its 
objectives.

Therefore, it is crucial for countries and 
governments to consider the mechanism 
of governance to preside over special-
purpose organizations delivering their 
visions through mega projects.

Is it working?

Another point of view that emerges is: 
does governance not just mean more 
bureaucracy, which demands time and 
cost? What value can governance really 
deliver?

While setting up an effective governance 
framework will require significant 
resources-whether cost, time, or 
manpower-it will facilitate a successful 
legacy through enabling transparency, 
consistent stakeholder engagement and 
a structured decision-making process 

that incorporates adequate and timely 
management reporting on progress. These 
positive factors should cause time and cost 
to be balanced against a higher sense of 
responsibility and accountability.

The roots implanted through governance 
should anchor the country’s legacy to 
enable economic and social prosperity, 
and most importantly to create a stable 
and sustainable future. A single step on the 
journey of a thousand miles.

By Dina Fakih, Partner and Davinder 
Singh Bains, Senior Manager, Consulting, 
Deloitte Middle East

Endnotes
1.  https://www.merriam-webster.com/

dictionary/governance
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It's time
Taking customer experience to 
the next level



41

Deloitte | A Middle East Point of View - Fall 2022  | Customer experience



42

Digital technologies have dramatically 
reshaped customer expectations, 
and companies need to understand 

the clear shift that has happened in 
customer behavior. In order to stay 
relevant in the digital age, companies 
must react to behavior that has been 
digitally disrupted by offering personalized 
experiences and be able to create 
memorable moments for their customers. 
For Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) 
companies and retailers to create new 
human-centric experiences, they need 
to consider a number of factors in order 
to better engage their customers, create 
higher value for them, and thus achieve 
much faster growth and better ROI.

1.  Understanding how customer 
behavior has changed

     Customer behaviors and expectations 
have dramatically changed in the digital 
age due to the new possibilities and 
the number of new communication 
channels, resulting in the rise of a 
new, dynamic customer journey and 
a different way of looking for and 
connecting with brands. Today’s 
customers perceive a company or a 
brand based on experiences, rather than 
products or services only. They demand 
more self-service capabilities and define 
their customer journey in a dynamic 
way every time they interact with the 
company. In addition to exceeding their 
expectations with regards to product and 
service quality and benefits, customers 
expect companies to offer them relevant 
interactions over different online and 
offline channels, thus addressing their 
buying behavior and preferences and 
keeping them engaged. As the new 
path-to-purchase is no longer linear, 
and involves several interactions and 
channels, today’s consumers more than 
ever are looking for experiences that 

matter to them and are tailored to their 
specific needs and the needs of their 
families.

2. Changing the core business 
capabilities

      As today’s customers segment 
themselves into tribes that share 
common mindsets and goals, they look 
for brands that are omni present and 
can be integrated into all aspects of 
their lives. Accordingly, CPG companies 
and retailers must completely 
change their business capabilities, 
especially in the front office, in order 
to create personalized, memorable 
experiences, achieve better omni-
channel presence, and be relevant to 
their customers where they are. Their 
strategy should start by focusing on 
Customer Engagement using digital 
technologies to create meaningful and 
insightful connections with new and 
existing customers, and leveraging 
new sources of data and analytics 
to provide automated services and 
recommendations. They should also put 
an increased effort into understanding 
and addressing customer needs and 
providing personalized customer 
experiences and new front office 
operating models for each customer 
profile. And as customers today seek 
quicker resolutions to their problems, 
companies must leverage their entire 
ecosystem and digital capabilities 
to offer first-class customer service 
and create a seamless, omni channel 
experience across the entire customer 
journey. In other words, they must 
respond to the changed behavior by 
focusing on experience and brand 
purpose, creating new business models, 
and offering data-driven personalized 
communication that feels tailored for 

By bringing 
together siloed 
applications and 
data sources to 
an integrated 
platform, following 
a cloud-first 
and mobile-
first strategy 
and leveraging 
the power of 
analytics and AI, 
CPG companies 
and retailers can 
build a secure 
and intelligent, 
best-in-class 
platform, which 
offers customers 
the connected 
experience they 
are looking for.
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each user and to his or her specific set 
of circumstances and needs.

3.  Leveraging the power of intelligent 
platforms

     Companies need to understand how 
technology can be an enabler for digital 
transformation and help them engage 
with consumers effectively through 
different digital channels. Leading 
technology vendors such as SAP, 
Salesforce and others, offer state-of-
the-art CX platforms that allow CPG 
companies and retailers to engage with 
customers and consumers effectively 
on different digital touch points and 
bring together all aspects of customer 
relationship leveraging an integrated 
portfolio of cloud solutions across 
marketing, commerce, sales, and 
service, as well as customer data and 
analytics. They also offer a wide range of 
industry-specific solutions that can be 
tailored to build a true customer-centric 
digital organization.These platforms are 
designed to be experience-driven and 
modernize the sales-only focus of legacy 
CRM products in the past. Companies 
that manage to leverage the power of 
such intelligent platforms are usually able 
to offer their customers an orchestrated 
and connected experience across all 
channels, processes, and business units, 
thus helping them advance in their 
journey and become more connected 
to the brand, not just digitally but also 
emotionally.

4.  Focus on creating a connected 
experience

     Companies in which each business 
unit operates its own set of customer 
engagement applications typically 
maintain different views of siloed 

customer data, which in turn leads to 
different disconnected experiences for 
the customer. While today’s consumers 
are always connected, the experiences 
offered to them by most CPG brands 
and retailers haven’t been up to their 
expectations yet. To enable intelligent 
and connected customer experiences, 
the entire front-office architecture 
design needs to move away from the 
federated model based on business 
functions and technology components, 
and evolve to a customer-centric model 
based on different layers that consider 
the needs of today’s customers and 
ensure a seamless, best-in-class omni-
channel experience. By bringing together 
siloed applications and data sources 
to an integrated platform, following a 
cloud-first and mobile-first strategy and 
leveraging the power of analytics and AI, 
CPG companies and retailers can build 
a secure and intelligent, best-in-class 
platform, which offers customers the 
connected experience they are looking 
for.

5.  Adopting an agile human-centric 
approach and mindset

     Finally, choosing a human-centric and 
agile approach when designing for 
change and innovation is a key factor 
to ensure a successful understanding 
of customer needs, goals and pain 
points, and to build and offer the 
memorable experiences that customers 
and consumers are looking for. This 
introduces an engaging approach to 
problem-seeking and problem-solving by 
thinking from a user’s perspective and 
can only be achieved by adopting the 
right organizational culture and mindset 
in addition to the right methodologies 
and tools. Modern approaches, such as 
human-centered design, require a new 

mindset and new operating models, 
for example agile co-creation, design 
thinking, minimal viable products, pilots 
and iterative product development. 
They typically result in community 
based-personas, market archetypes, 
and user centered customer journeys, 
rather than the traditional customer 
segmentation based on demographics 
or socioeconomic factors, or defining 
and describing organization-centered 
business processes. By adopting this new 
mindset and culture, CPG companies and 
retailers can leverage the common drives 
that support these principles in order 
to create and build connected, user-
centered, and value-focused experiences 
that customers will love so much, that 
they will happily act as advocates and 
ambassadors for their favorite brands. 

     Developing and delivering a holistic 
customer-centric strategy and 
transformation is not an easy task, and 
many companies tend to manage digital 
initiatives in ways that take the form 
of projects or are limited to activities 
within a given division or function. CPG 
companies and retailers that want to 
move away from that tendency need 
to develop a digital mindset by which 
a company’s digital activities, people, 
culture, and structure are aligned with 
the organization’s broad ambition. 

It is time for CPG companies and retailers 
to start putting the human perspective into 
the center of their digital transformation 
journey in order to take their customer 
experience to the next level.

By Dr. Ahmed Hezzah, Director, Digital 
Customer, Deloitte Middle East
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