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A
s the UAE prepares to host the 
upcoming Conference of the 
Parties (COP28), there is grow-

ing discussion about the role of artificial 
intelligence (AI) in providing innovative 
solutions to address environmental chal-
lenges and footprint across various in-
dustries.

In statements to the Emirates News 
Agency (WAM), experts and technolo-
gy specialists highlighted that AI capa-
bilities go beyond specific sectors and 
encompass all economic sectors. This is 
particularly crucial as climate change and 
environmental degradation are among 
the most pressing challenges faced by 
humanity, affecting a wide range of in-
dustries.

They explained that AI’s potential im-
pact extends to various areas, including 
energy, water, transportation, agricul-
ture, industry, and supply chains.

Sultan Al Hajji, Vice President of Pub-
lic Affairs and Alumni Relations at the 
Mohamed bin Zayed University for Arti-
ficial Intelligence, discussed how AI en-
hances the precision of simulating reality, 
enabling swift and efficient resolution of 
environmental issues and challenges. He 
pointed out that technology can identi-
fy resource wastage, inefficiencies, and 
strategies to reduce energy consumption 
and provide proactive solutions for vari-
ous challenges.

Karl Crowther, Regional Vice Presi-
dent of Middle East and Africa of Alter-
yx, said that companies not harnessing 
the value of data and integrating insights 
into sustainability, environmental gov-
ernance, and corporate governance may 
miss significant market opportunities. He 
highlighted that the decentralised nature 
of data, its diverse forms, and integration 

complexities necessitates accessible ana-
lytics and real-time insights for experts.

“Data-driven technology narrows the 
gap, facilitates informed decision-mak-
ing, enhances energy efficiency, and 
identifies waste reduction opportunities, 
making it a vital tool for addressing cur-
rent and future energy challenges,” he 
explained.

Taylor Smith, Vice President and 
General Manager of Voice Automation 
in Honeywell’s Productivity Solutions 
and Services Business, noted that AI can 
ensure energy efficiency, saying that pre-
dictive maintenance algorithms, lighting 
control tools, and climate control sys-

tems contribute to reducing energy con-
sumption. 

Mohamed Zouari, General Manag-
er” Middle East, TÃ¼rkiye, and Africa 
at Snowflake, reiterated the importance 
of AI in advancing sustainability goals 
across various sectors,  explaining that 
harnessing the benefits of AI for sustain-
ability requires organisations and com-
panies to establish a fundamental data 
strategy across all levels before adopting 
AI technologies. This approach allows 
organisations to collect data from various 
departments and third-party institutions 
into a unified source, eliminating data 
centralisation.

I
nvestments in sustainability are 
not a tradeoff for businesses, but 
in fact, a trade-on according to 

Ahmed Galal Ismail, Chief Executive Of-
ficer, Majid Al Futtaim Holding, who was 
speaking today at the World Economic Fo-
rum’s (WEF) Annual Meeting of the Glob-
al Future Councils 2023.

During a press conference titled Leap-
frogging MENA’s Sustainability Journey, 
Ismail emphasised: “You do not have to 
trade off your ability to finance a compa-
ny for the long term to stay competitive. 
Investments in sustainability allow you to 
stay more competitive and more relevant in 
the long term.” 

Ismail’s remarks were in response to 
recent findings from a newly published re-
port from WEF titled Closing the Climate 
Action Gap: Accelerating Decarbonization 
and the Energy Transition in MENA, in 
which Gim Huay Neo, Managing Direc-
tor, Centre for Nature and Climate, World 
Economic Forum Geneva, highlighted that 
“only 12 per cent of the region’s largest 200 
companies have set net zero targets, and 
only 6 per cent have a roadmap to achieve 
these targets.

“The Middle East and North Africa 
region is warming at twice the rate of the 
global average temperature. This will se-
verely impact jobs, livelihoods, security, and 
human health for the 500 million people in 
this part of the region,” she stressed.

Ismail said the private sector require 
support from governments to decarbonize, 
stressing the need for “green frameworks to 
offer the right incentives for the private sec-
tor to maintain its commitment to sustain-

able investments.” He stressed the impor-
tance of green regulations, taxes, financial 
tools for smaller companies with limited 
access to green financing, and increasing 
investments in green technology and talent, 
especially among the youth.

Tom De Waele, Managing Partner 
for the Middle East at Bain & Company, 
delved into the intricate challenge of policy 
in the context of sustainability. He noted: 
“The policy aspect poses an extremely in-
teresting challenge because, while we have 
60 per cent of MENA emissions from na-
tional ambitions that have been declared 
under a net zero ambition, at the same time, 
if you look at the 2050 horizon, the world 
will need 40 per cent more energy to sus-
tain its growth.”

He also highlighted the early-stage na-
ture of many technology-based solutions, 
emphasising the essential role of policy-
makers in providing financing, incentives, 
and offtake agreements to instill confidence 
in those spearheading the development of 
green technologies. 

Henadi Al Saleh, Chair of the Board of 
Directors at Agility, stated: “Governments 
are incentivizing businesses and consumers 
alike to engage in greener products. What 
we find is that capital is being deployed in 
this direction, whether it comes from eq-
uity investors or investors across the GCC 
countries who are making sustainability 
a core part of their targets. Businesses are 
also following suit to contribute, and we 
even see consumers in the region willing to 
pay a slight premium, more than in the US, 
for green products.”

— WAM

Ahmed Gali Ismail, CEO, Majid Al Futtaim 
Holding expanded on sustainability goals 
for the MENA at the Annual Meeting of the 
Global Future Councils 2023 at the World 
Economic Forum last week

Sustainability 
investments  
not a tradeoff, but a strategic 
advantage for businessesThe new-age technology 

is to play a pivotal role 
in confronting climate 
change, feel experts  

AI innovation to counter 
environmental challenges

Rami Kichli, Senior Vice-President 
of Middle East & Turkey at SoftwareAG, 
stressed that environmental protection 
is no longer a single entity’s responsibil-
ity but humanity as a whole, noting that 
technology plays a crucial role in finding 
solutions that create more sustainable 
and environmentally friendly business 
environments and companies. He high-
lighted that technology’s impact on an or-
ganisation’s sustainability journey begins 
with planning and extends to adopting 
technologies that reduce waste, wheth-
er in energy consumption or the use of 
materials in various industries, as well as 
overseeing plan execution and technolo-
gies.

Kashli also mentioned their collabora-
tion with various government entities to 
reduce paper usage, noting that the tech-
nology that has contributed to achieving 
this goal has led to paper savings and fa-
cilitated transaction processing through 
intelligent technology systems, reducing 
the need for personal presence and ener-
gy consumption.

AI has been used to develop various 
sectors. In transportation, self-driving 
cars using clean energy have become one 
solution; in the industrial sector, AI can 
reduce waste, control production pro-
cesses, and monitor emissions. Similarly, 
in construction and real estate, the crea-
tion of smart and sustainable residential 
communities and cities is now within 
reach, thanks to AI.

— WAM

Sultan Al Hajji, 
Vice President of Public 
Affairs and Alumni 
Relations at the Mohamed 
bin Zayed University for AI

Taylor Smith, 
Vice President and 
General Manager of Voice 
Automation in Honeywell’s 
Productivity Solutions and 
Services Business

Karl Crowther, 
Regional Vice President of 
Middle East and Africa of 
Alteryx, 

AI’s potential impact extends to various areas, 
including energy, water, transportation, agriculture, 
industry, and supply chains.
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■■ Please share a profile on your 
field of business and how you came 
into your current role.

Century Financial’s journey in the 
UAE’s investment domain has been an 
incredible one, driven by our unwavering 
commitment to personalised customer 
experiences and a passionate vision for the 
future of investment services. I owe much 
of my own success to our remarkable team 
and loyal clients, who have been the pil-
lars of our growth. Our team’s dedication 
and hard work have shaped our company, 
while our client’s trust and loyalty have 
propelled us forward. Starting as a dealer 
in 1999, I’ve witnessed my own journey 
intertwine with Century’s growth, from 
various roles to now serving as CEO and 
Chairman. Together, we remain dedicat-
ed to exceeding our clients’ expectations 
and embracing the future with enthusi-
asm, knowing that our collective effort has 
brought us to where we stand today. 

■■ What are the challenges you per-
ceive in your field of business, and 
how are you planning to meet them?

In our remarkable three-decade jour-
ney, Century Financial has borne witness 
to the dynamic phases of the UAE’s eco-
nomic evolution. In today’s swiftly chang-
ing financial landscape, success hinges 
upon agility, adaptability, and innovation. 
Foreseeing these challenges, we are lead-
ing Century on a path of exploration into 
innovative business segments. We are ac-

tively metamorphosing into a tech-driv-
en company, fusing human intelligence 
with artificial intelligence to create a 
revolutionary super app that caters to all 
the trading and investment needs of our 
valued investors. We’re introducing algo 
trading with lightning-fast accuracy and 
minimal latency to elevate our customer 
experience, prioritising precision and data 
quality. Furthermore, with our dedicated 
in-house tech team, we are fervently re-
cruiting the best talent to align with our 
organisation’s vision and work with unwa-
vering zeal. We are on the cusp of harness-
ing the power of AI and machine learning, 
reaffirming our commitment to redefining 
the user experience in financial services.

■■ State three things that you could 
offer to help incentivise your team 
in their quest for excellence.

I firmly believe in the boundless po-
tential that resides within each member 
of our cherished Century family. Through 
a steadfast commitment to continuous 
learning and growth, my goal is to empow-
er every individual to reach the pinnacle of 
their professional abilities.

Throughout my journey here, I’ve held 
dear the principles of compassionate lead-
ership. I am dedicated to nurturing an en-
vironment where open dialogue, mental 
well-being, and the unity of our team stand 
as paramount values. I am dedicated to 
equipping everyone with the tools for ex-
cellence and fostering a culture where we 
collectively cultivate more leaders within 
our organization.

We firmly believe that our company’s 
enduring success lies in our dedication to 
cultivating an empowering and uplifting 
workplace where growth and positivity 
flourish. As a result, we are consistently 

ranked as a top organisation in the annu-
al Great Place to Work evaluations, year 
after year, reflecting our unwavering com-
mitment to fostering a thriving environ-
ment for all.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a hub 
for business and entrepreneurship?

I’ve personally witnessed the UAE 
undergo significant growth and develop-
ment, particularly in sectors like finance 
and technology, which provide fantastic 
opportunities for entrepreneurs. Reflect-
ing on my own life journey, which began 
in the picturesque landscapes of Jammu 
and Kashmir and eventually led me to the 
role of leading Century Financial, I believe 
it showcases the vast potential this nation 
offers to individuals who aspire to achieve 
great things. So, if you have big dreams, a 
clear vision of your goals, and the determi-
nation to persist through challenges, the 
UAE is a place where you can turn those 
dreams into reality.

■■ How has your organisation/busi-
ness contributed towards the growth 
of the UAE under your leadership?

As pioneers in investment services in 
the UAE, Century was among the first 
companies to introduce global financial 
investment to local investors. Throughout 
our journey, we’ve empowered countless 
clients and investors through informative 
seminars and webinars, equipping them 
with the knowledge needed to navigate the 
ever-shifting global financial terrain. To-
gether, we continue to create pathways to 
financial empowerment and success.

We’ve evolved and thrived, leaving our 
mark in both financial services and tech-
nology, achieving milestones that inspire 
us to reach even greater heights. While our 

Bal Krishen, Chairman & 
CEO, Century Financial, 
outlines the components to 
achieve long-term success

Vision, passion and a 
commitment to excellence

success in shaping the financial landscape 
of the UAE is undeniable, I firmly believe 
our true impact lies in setting new industry 
standards, championing ethics, and driv-
ing technological innovations to elevate 
the customer experience.

■■ What is the growth trajectory 
you have charted for your organiza-
tion over the next five years?

As I gaze towards the future, I see Cen-
tury Financial strengthening its foothold 
in the vibrant landscape of UAE’s financial 
sector. Over the next five years, our vision 
is to transform our investors’ experiences 
into something truly delightful. We aim 
to identify any gaps, offering innovative 
investment solutions that simplify their 
lives, such as the introduction of a super 
app that caters to all their investment and 
trading needs.

Our roadmap includes forward-look-
ing expansions, the introduction of cut-
ting-edge financial products, and ventur-
ing into new domains. With a sharp focus 
on digital transformation, we are deter-
mined to create an innovative integrated 
investment platform. This underscores 
our unwavering commitment to continu-
ally meet the evolving needs of our cher-
ished clients. Together, we embark on an 
inspiring journey towards financial excel-
lence and lasting success.

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 
your firm?

I aspire for my legacy to reveal the 
incredible power of hard work, determi-
nation, and compassionate leadership, 
extending beyond mere business success. 
My hope is for everyone at Century Finan-
cial to not only excel in their careers but 
also to embrace kindness and empathy in 
their professional roles.

My own journey, starting from humble 
beginnings and culminating in the leader-
ship of one of the UAE’s premier financial 
firms, serves as proof that with a dream, 
unwavering dedication, and a commit-
ment to doing our best, anyone can accom-
plish remarkable feats. I want to under-
score that if someone like me, who began 
with very little, can attain such a level of 
success, it signifies that each and every 
one of us holds the potential to achieve our 
aspirations. Together, let’s ignite the spirit 
of dreaming big and transforming those 
dreams into reality.
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P
lease share a profile on your 
field of business and how 
you came into your current 

role.
Founded in 1977 by my late father, R. 

Sivaswamy, his guiding principles of qual-
ity, reliability and commitment to excel-
lence have served the group well and are 
the driving force behind our vision for to-
morrow and beyond. I took over from my 
father in 1989, when we had moved our 
global HQ to Dubai.

As an integrated and holistic global 
shipping and logistics group, we look for-
ward to the future with confidence and 
continue to expand our horizons, by de-
livering innovative solutions, supported by 
bold, resolute and decisive action.

■■ What are the challenges you 
perceive in your field of business 
and how are you planning to meet 
them?

The maritime and logistics industry 
faces several challenges, including in-
creasing environmental regulations, ris-
ing operational costs, and technological 
disruption. To address these challenges, 
we are focusing on sustainable business 
model and product diversification. We are 
also streamlining our operations through 
digitalisation and automation to improve 

service efficiency. Furthermore, we are 
fostering innovation within our organ-
isation and collaborating with industry 
partners to find creative solutions to these 
challenges.

■■ State three things that you could 
offer to help incentivise your team 
in their quest for excellence.
1) A collaborative environment: We foster 
a culture of collaboration, where ideas are 
encouraged, and teamwork is valued. We 
provide a supportive work environment 
where individuals can thrive and contrib-
ute to our collective success. Our open-
door policy and culture encourage our 
team members to come forth with innova-
tive ideas and disruptive strategies.
2) Professional development: We offer 
ongoing training and development pro-
grammes to enhance the personality, skills 
and knowledge of our team members, en-
suring they have the tools to excel in their 
roles.
3) Recognition and rewards: We believe 
in recognising and rewarding exceptional 

performance. Our team members have ac-
cess to performance-based incentives and 
opportunities for career growth.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a hub 
for business and entrepreneurship?

The UAE has positioned itself as a 
thriving hub for business and entrepre-
neurship, offering a strategic location, 
world-class infrastructure, and a busi-
ness-friendly environment. Its strategic 
geographical location serves as a gateway 
for trade between East and West. Moreo-
ver, the UAE government has consistently 
implemented policies to attract foreign 
investment, promote innovation, and fa-
cilitate entrepreneurship. The presence 
of free zones, a skilled workforce, and a 
commitment to economic diversification 
make the UAE an attractive destination 
for businesses of all sizes.

■■ How has your organisation con-
tributed towards the growth of the 
UAE under your leadership?

Transworld Group has actively con-
tributed to the growth of the UAE by fa-
cilitating international trade and logistics. 
We were one of the earliest movers into 
the Jabel Ali Free Zone (JAFZA) and we 
worked very closely with JAFZA and DP 
World on strategic initiatives. Our recent 
venture into aviation under the brand 
name, Airavat, with luxury passenger jets, 
which are based out of DWC, is a testa-
ment of our faith in the UAE. 

We have invested in state-of-the-art 
infrastructure and technology to enhance 
the efficiency of supply chains in the re-
gion. By providing reliable and innovative 
shipping and logistics solutions, we have 
played a role in supporting the UAE’s eco-
nomic diversification efforts and its posi-

Ramesh S. Ramakrishnan, 
Chairman, Transworld 
Group, talks about 
diversification plans and 
dominating the seas, and 
skies

tion as a global trade hub.
Aligned and encouraged by the culture 

of the UAE, our organisation has em-
barked on various corporate responsibility 
initiatives, which are positively impacting 
human lives and our planet.

■■ What is the growth trajectory 
you have charted for your organisa-
tion over the next five years?

Over the next five years, we are com-
mitted to an ambitious growth trajectory. 
We plan to expand our global presence and 
increase our assets, including ships, air-
craft, distribution centres, and infrastruc-
ture, to meet the growing demands of the 
industry. This expansion will allow us to 
provide even more comprehensive end-to-

end logistics solutions, bridging the supply 
chain gap for our clients and partners.

Our strategy also includes further digi-
talisation and automation of our operations 
to enhance efficiency and reduce operation-
al costs. This will ensure that we remain at 
the forefront of industry innovation.

In addition to growth and technology, 
sustainability remains a cornerstone of our 
strategy. We are dedicated to eco-friendly 
practices, including exploring alternative 
fuels and implementing green technolo-
gies, as part of our commitment to a green-
er future.

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 

your firm?
The higher purpose of our organisation 

is Delivering Prosperity To Humanity. My 
legacy would be every member of the Tran-
sworld Family is a catalyst for the higher 
purpose and a torchbearer of our company 
values, ethos, vision and mission. 

I hope to inspire future managers and 
team leaders to embrace change, drive 
innovation, and prioritize sustainability 
in all aspects of their work. I want them 
to carry forward our tradition of excel-
lence and customer-centricity while also 
contributing positively to the growth and 
development of the UAE’s business land-
scape. Ultimately, I aspire to leave a lega-
cy of leadership that fosters both business 
success and societal well-being.

Sustainable businesses key 
to expansion

By providing reliable 

and innovative 

shipping and 

logistics solutions, 

we have played a 

role in supporting 

the UAE’s economic 

diversification efforts.”
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P
lease share a profile on 
your field of business and 
how you came into your 

current role.
I’m a big believer in the concept of ser-

endipity. As a physiology student at a uni-
versity in the US, my aim was to just teach 
and be a track and field coach. I started 
off doing what I loved, coaching US jun-
ior Olympians in 1983-85. It was around 
the time that I also started a training pro-
gramme with a group of doctors. This was 
the beginning of the corporate fitness era, 
when companies started realising that 
healthy employees made good employ-
ees, and we were basically at the front end 
of that movement. We had signed a con-
tract with a local company in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, where I grew up, and the company 
was Procter & Gamble (P&G). Hired to 
train executives on staying fit, I initially 
went to P&G as a fitness instructor, be-
fore managing a position in the compa-
ny’s food and beverages division on their 
marketing team. 

The change in jobs set me on my mar-

keting journey, first with P&G in the US 
in 1985, before moving to Morocco as 
Marketing Head. Over the next 30 years I 
moved around this region and in Western 
Europe, undertaking various manageri-
al roles in P&G, as well as for a series of 
global corporations including becoming 
CEO for Coca Cola in West Africa, and 

CEO for British American Tobacco in the 
Philippines. 

In 2014 a Dubai-based private equi-
ty firm invited me to join the board of a 
company based in Jordan. This company, 
in fact had been looking for me for some 
time as I had seriously dented their busi-
ness interests while heading P&G’s oper-

In an exclusive interview, 
James Michael Lafferty, 
CEO, Fine Hygienic 
Holding tells Sankar Sri 
Pillai what makes the 
organisation a leader across 
parameters that evaluate 
growth and success

ations in Jordan more than 20 years back. 
Their diktat when searching for a direc-
tor, therefore was to look out for and hire 
whoever had set up P&G’s operations in 
Jordan. The company was Fine Hygienic 
Holding (FHH). Two years after joining 
their board, I was nominated for my cur-
rent role as company CEO in 2018. As an 
FMCG brand, FHH is one of the region’s 
biggest, enjoying a heritage of 65-plus 
years in bringing high-quality products 
and technology to the region.

In fact, Fine Hygienic Holding was re-
cently recognised by Guinness World Re-
cords for operating the fastest and most 
efficient tissue paper mill in the world, at 
our factory premises in Abu Dhabi. The 
hardware we operated was the same used 
by global publicly traded competing firms. 
However, it’s the quality and efficiency of 
our staff that helped our machines deliver 
these fantastic numbers and grant us rec-
ognition. It was essentially a human out-
come, not a machine outcome. I believe 
this to be such a huge point of pride for 
the UAE.

■■ What are the challenges you per-
ceive in your field of business?

Every business has its challenges and 
so do we. We are in various markets that 
we believe are important to us. As a brand 
established in the MENA, Egypt is a big 
market. However, since Egypt is facing a 
difficult time economically, and with the 
economy contracting and the consumer 
struggling, we have specific geographical 
challenges. The answer to this is ensur-
ing we maintain a diversified portfolio. 
Hence, while our focus is the MENA, we 
also enjoy a presence in 80 countries, and 
recently expanded operations into Paki-
stan as well. To maintain this strategy of 
diversification is possibly one of the big-
ger challenges we face annually. 

Another challenge is consumers will 
constantly be on the lookout for better 
value. What Fine Hygienic Holding has 
always endeavoured to do is provide good 
value for money. We are always evaluat-
ing cost structures, and the company is 
hyper-cost competitive. We also believe 
in re-earning the consumer’s vote every 
time, achieving this by ensuring good cost 
management, providing value by consist-
ently seeking to improve our products, 
and a product portfolio that caters to 
every consumer tier. In facial tissues, for 
instance we have Fine Prestige, a premi-
um, soft, 3-ply tissue that’s amazing to 

hold and use, and that makes your nose 
feel like a king. Since it’s possibly not a 
product for everybody price-wise, we also 
have products that are 2-ply, a great prod-
uct but more reasonably priced. We also 
have a third tier, with tissue that can be 
used and bought by anyone. We live by a 
simple philosophy – the consumer is boss. 
We don’t force the consumer to take what 
we have, we serve the consumer what they 
want.  

■■ State three things that you could 
offer to help incentivise your team 
in their quest for excellence.

People join people and people leave 
people, they don’t join or leave compa-
nies – it’s a people thing. Now, how do we 
hire successful people? Firstly by creating 
a corporate culture that welcomes crea-
tive minds. Personally, as CEO I believe 
it to be a moral obligation to my staff to 
present a conducive working atmosphere, 
considering that of the 17 waking hours 
in an individual’s daily life on average, 

between 9-10 hours are spent in office. I 
owe my staff an environment they can be 
proud of, that they love to join and hate to 
leave. 

The second factor is we wish to be 
very competitive in terms of the pack-
age we offer staff, and a staff package is 
more than money - it’s everything. This 
includes the onsite business environ-
ment and accessories that embellish it. 
We have one of the best corporate gyms 
in the UAE, for instance here at Fine 
Hygienic Holding, something I have per-
sonally looked into thanks to my years 

spent in the fitness industry.
Thirdly, as management we try to pro-

mote honesty, integrity and transparency 
within the company. It’s a culture we try to 
create and maintain. I, for one have an open-
door policy and welcome staff to share their 
thoughts on issues faced at work.   

■■ How has your organisation con-
tributed towards the growth of the 
UAE under your leadership?

There are a few pillars I feel we have 
contributed towards. One would be job 
creation and infrastructure building. 
While I was here, we managed to erect 
a Dh300 million factory in Abu Dhabi, 
bringing world-class technology to the 
UAE and the region, creating a 1,000 jobs 
in the process, and inspiring world-class 
talent to work for us. We also functioned 
as a thought leader on a range of econom-
ic subjects. I have personally served in 
several advisory roles and been on vari-
ous government Chambers, as well as the 
Happiness Board of Dubai. 

The third thing is that as a responsible 
corporate entity, we constantly seek ways 
and means to give back to the UAE com-
munity. Fine is a prominent supporter of 
and contributor to multiple NGOs, and 
promotes initiatives such as funding com-
puters and education accessories to chil-
dren of migrant workers’ families, as well 
as contributing towards the well-being of 
People of Determination.

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 
your firm?

My professional legacy would be the 
same value system that governs my daily 
life. I believe every individual is born with 
the right to exercise three options. One, to 
live a life in this world and make it worse 
for others to live in. Two, would be having 
absolutely no impact on the people you 
meet and the ecosystem you are a part of, 
and essentially taking more than you give, 
an option the majority of people choose.

Option three is moving on while leav-
ing this world a better place than when 
you found it. This has been my mission 
since I was a teen and later on in my pro-
fessional career, especially after coming 
to this region. Supporting the commerce 
here and training its people by develop-
ing not just job but life skills, I feel I have 
helped them on their quest to become 
global citizens.

Fine Hygienic Holding earns 
Guinness World Record for 
its paper mill in Abu Dhabi

The Guinness World 

Records recognition 

for our Abu Dhabi 

paper mill was 

essentially a human 

outcome, not a 

machine outcome. 

I believe this to be 

such a huge point of 

pride for the UAE.”
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W
hat are the challenges and 
opportunities you foresee 
in the education industry, 

and how is Westford planning to 
address them?

The education industry faces the chal-
lenge of adapting to evolving industry de-
mands. Westford addresses this challenge 
by seamlessly integrating practical expo-
sure with strong theoretical foundations, 
equipping professionals with essential 
skills. Our corporate training programmes 
foster management skills and bridge the 
gap between academia and industry, meet-
ing evolving business demands.

We also pioneer flexible and blend-
ed learning options, allowing learners to 
customise their education to their pace, 
striking a balance between work, life, and 
studies while enhancing their portfolios. 
Westford’s commitment is to stay ahead, 
addressing industry challenges with ded-
ication to producing future-ready profes-
sionals and leaders.

■■ Can you outline three impactful 
incentives or support measures that 
Westford offers to empower and 
motivate learners around the world 
in their pursuit of excellence?

Westford empowers global learners 
through its dynamic online model, foster-

ing excellence with these key incentives:
Integrated tertiary and professional 
education: Westford seamlessly blends 
tertiary education and professional train-
ing online, allowing career-driven individ-
uals to pursue master’s degree equivalent 

programmes worldwide. This facilitates 
career advancement and education irre-
spective of location, enhancing the value 
of their educational journey.
Diverse scholarship opportunities: 
Westford promotes inclusivity with var-

Hanil Das, Co-founder and 
CEO, Westford University 
College talks about sectoral 
challenges and a game 
plan to prep students for 
jobs of the future

ious scholarships for both new and re-
turning learners. The AccelerateHER 
programme particularly supports female 
students, promoting gender diversity in 
online education.
Global reach and customised corpo-
rate training: Westford offers Bachelors, 
Masters, and Doctorate degrees globally. 
Its corporate training arm, Westford For 
Business, customizes corporate train-
ing for entities in regions such as Ireland, 
UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and India, align-
ing skills with regional needs and fostering 
development.
Westford Awards: Recognising excel-
lence, Westford Awards honour UAE-
based industry experts and organisations. 
This celebrates achievements and inspires 
learners and professionals to excel.

■■ Reflecting on the UAE’s position 
as a thriving hub for business and 
entrepreneurship, what are your 
insights into the readiness and po-
tential of the UAE market, and how 
does Westford aim to contribute to 
its growth?

It’s evident that the country is well-pre-
pared and has immense potential for sus-
tained economic growth. The strategic 
location of the UAE, coupled with its busi-
ness-friendly policies and commitment to 
diversification, make it highly attractive for 
businesses and entrepreneurs. Additional-
ly, the vibrant start-up ecosystem, global 
talent pool, and multicultural environ-
ment further highlight the UAE’s readiness 
to embrace innovation and support emerg-
ing enterprises.

In this context, Westford plays a signif-
icant role in contributing to the growth of 
the UAE market through a multifaceted 
approach:
Educational excellence: Westford offers 
a comprehensive range of educational pro-
grammes. These programmes are designed 
to equip UAE’s workforce with the skills 
and knowledge needed to thrive in the 
competitive business landscape.
Customised corporate training: West-
ford collaborates closely with UAE organ-
izations to develop and deliver tailored 
training programmes. These programmes 
enhance workforce capabilities, drive in-
novation, and ultimately contribute to 
business growth.
Supporting entrepreneurs: The insti-
tution actively supports aspiring entre-
preneurs in the UAE through initiatives 
like the Westford Incubator, Westford 

for Business and Westford Mentorship 
Programs. These programmes provide 
education and resources to start and scale 
businesses, fostering an entrepreneurial 
spirit in the region. These initiatives also 
connect experienced mentors with pro-
fessionals and organisations in the UAE, 
facilitating knowledge transfer and profes-
sional development.

The UAE’s readiness and potential for 
business growth are clear, and Westford’s 
contributions encompass education, cor-
porate training, entrepreneurship support, 
and networking, all aimed at fueling the 
country’s dynamic business landscape.

■■ Could you share Westford’s stra-
tegic growth plan for the next five 
years, highlighting key milestones 
and initiatives?

Over the next five years, Westford’s stra-
tegic growth plan revolves around global 
expansion and educational excellence.

Global reach and accessibility: West-
ford aims to make its educational programs 
accessible worldwide through online edu-
cation, enabling individuals from diverse 
backgrounds to access quality education 
from anywhere.
Enhanced programme quality: Contin-
uous improvement is a priority, ensuring 
programmes remain relevant and aligned 
with industry trends and employer de-
mands to equip learners with practical, up-
to-date skills.
Global educational collaborations: 
Westford has partnered with the British 
Council in UAE, expanding its region-
al reach. Its collaboration with Alibaba 
Cloud Computing also advances technol-
ogy-driven education.

Westford’s strategic vision prioritises 
global expansion, programme excellence, 
and innovation. This plan reflects West-
ford’s mission to provide high-quality ed-
ucation and professional training globally.

■■ As a distinguished figure in the 
UAE’s educational landscape, what 
legacy do you aspire to leave be-
hind for future managers and team 
leaders within Westford University 
College?

My legacy at Westford aims to inspire 
future managers and leaders with a com-
mitment to continuous growth, innovation, 
and community betterment. I encourage 
setting ambitious goals, expanding visions, 
and fostering a culture of self-improve-
ment. Through these principles, I hope to 
empower individuals to excel, drive posi-
tive change, and leave a lasting impact on 
education in the UAE and beyond. 

Commitment to Cultivate 
Future Business Leaders

Westford offers  

comprehensive 

educational 

programmes to equip 

the UAE workforce 

with skills needed to 

thrive in a competitive 

business landscape.”
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P
lease share a profile on 
your field of business and 
how you came into your 

current role.
I have been an oil man almost all 

through my professional career, starting 
with Indian Oil Corporation in 1993, at 
the company’s eastern Indian headquar-
ters in Kolkata. I also worked briefly with 
MRF Tyres in India after completing my 
MBA, before my association with Indian 
Oil. However, the real and critical insights 
into my current business is something I 
got almost wholly from Indian Oil. I was 
also doubly lucky to get a foreign posting 
in Sri Lanka, joining Lanka IOC, a 100 
per cent subsidiary of Indian Oil. After 
a four-year stint there, I later joined Sky 
Tanking, Indian Oil’s aviation arm, which 
handles hydrant fuel services at Termi-
nal 3 at the Indira Gandhi International 
Airport in New Delhi. I also did a brief 
stint at Chemoil Adani at their offices in 
Ahmedabad, in Gujarat, before moving 
to the UAE in 2015, joining a petroleum 
bunkering business in Fujairah.

Four years later, in 2019 we took a 
monumental leap by starting Axiom 
Global, hoping to capitalise on the expe-
rience I had gained in the sector till then. 
I found able support among a few col-
leagues who decided to join the company. 
The year Axiom Global was launched was 
also a transformative one, with lots of reg-
ulatory revisions expected to be initiated 
in 2020 and an industry waiting in antici-
pation to welcome change.

It is true that Covid struck around the 
time we started operations. However, 

again thanks to the line of business we 
were in, it was the shipping industry that 
kept things moving as the world went into 
lockdown, and we are thankful to the steps 
taken by the UAE Government to ensure 
sectoral stakeholders could get things ac-
complished even in this time of strife.

■■ What challenges do you per-
ceive in your business? 

One of the biggest running challenges 
the oil industry faces is price volatility. 
Of course, tools and instruments exist to 

protect against it. That said, oil being a 
costly commodity also makes the sector a 
high turnover industry. Hence, maintain-
ing a consistent flow of working capital 
is also a challenge for stakeholders. And 
the nature of the industry is such that its 
players need to be in a constant state of 
movement, you cannot stagnate. I person-
ally believe that our firm has been able to 
tackle these challenges efficiently, and I 
credit my team for having kept the com-
pany buoyant and profitable despite the 
challenges we faced. 

In conversation with 
Praveen Jaiswal, CEO & 
Managing Director, Axiom 
Global Oil & Gas Trading 
DMCC

■■ State three things you could of-
fer to incentivise your team in their 
quest for excellence.

I have said this before and will say it 
again — at Axiom Global we don’t treat 
anyone as staff — we are like family, and in 
essence are all co-owners of the company. 
This gives everyone a sense of achieve-
ment and ownership towards the brand. 
Hence, firstly empowering manpower is 
critical to allow individual staff members 
as well as the team to succeed. Secondly, 
I have also had people within the compa-
ny who have been with me for more than 
20 years, and this has helped us bond 
well, know each other’s weaknesses and 
strengths and play towards them. The syn-
ergy we enjoy as a team also helped us win 
several accolades in this relatively short 
period of time, culminating in the Great 
Place to Work award that Axiom Global 
won this year. Attaining the Superbrands 
status is also a testament to the goodwill 
and trust we enjoy with our valued pa-
trons and loyal customers. Thirdly, it is 
my constant goal that the business should 

follow ethical practices and be conduct-
ed following the laws of the land. It is my 
constant endeavour, therefore, to train my 
fellow colleagues and ensure they abide 
by the laws that bind our organisation and 
the sector it functions within. This is the 
correct way, and the only way the trust of 
consumers and goodwill of value partners 
can be gained.

Thirdly, one should make mistakes 
in life and in business to succeed. I have 
personally made mistakes and seen my 
business take a hit. However, one needs to 
learn from one’s mistakes too, and this is a 
creed that I try and instill in my colleagues 
as well.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a hub 
for business and entrepreneurship?

The one thing I find attractive about 
the UAE as a business owner is the fact 
that the UAE leadership is extremely 
adaptive to change. A recent example 
was the UAE Government’s decision to 
move the regular weekend in keeping with 
global market requirements, considering 
the huge 3-day gap (Friday-Sunday) in 
trading for local businessmen amounted 
to substantial losses. The weekend revi-
sion changed all that and businesses will 
be ever grateful to the UAE leadership for 
this. In fact, the UAE has always afforded 
entrepreneurs ease of business, be it set-
ting up a new company or running it with 
minimal bureaucratic red tape. 

The second is the lifestyle factor. If you 
are earning a decent salary in the UAE, a 
good life is ensured for your family, with 
excellent housing and schooling and great 
roads and infrastructure. It’s the complete 
package. Again, with the introduction of 
corporate tax, I believe it is a basic cor-
porate responsibility for UAE businesses 

to contribute towards and pay back to the 
country one conducts business in. I saw 
several business community members 
showing apprehension about paying the 
9 per cent corporate tax. My argument is 
to tell them not to focus on the 9 per cent 
but look at creating the other 91 per cent. 
Running a business ethically is the best 
way to move forward, and I feel the UAE 
is doing what it takes to corporatise UAE 
Inc. through such initiatives. 

■■ What are your expansion plans?
Last year was crucial for Axiom Global, 

considering we decided to expand our op-
erations in the UAE by opening an office in 
Khor Fakkan Port. Besides, Axiom Global 
is also launching its renewables division in 
2023-end, allowing our brand to conform 
to the UAE’s sustainable goals while sup-
porting the nation’s shipping and logistics 
industry. The long-term plan for us though 
is more elaborate. There is a Sanskrit 
word called tattva, which means element, 
and our plan at Axiom Global is to set up 
five verticals catering to sustainable ener-
gy sources, each aligning to the five tattvas 
– ether (renewable energy sources), air 
(aviation fuels), fire (LPG), water (marine 
segment) and earth (petroleum products). 
We only hope our offerings will be inter-
esting and useful to our patrons and the 
UAE economy in the months and years to 
come.  

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 
your firm?

From the perspective of a business 
manager and now entrepreneur, I believe 
one should never forget the contributions 
of one’s fellow colleagues. They essentially 
run and manage a business – the manager 
just needs to ensure fellow members are 
aligned to the company’s requirements 
and they do not lose sight of the growth 
trajectory envisioned by company man-
agement. I personally believe my success 
as a manager is that one and each mem-
ber of the team thinks and acts like an 
entrepreneur. Secondly, be it a product 
or service-related business, the company 
should commit itself towards delivering 
on promises made to the customer. This 
ensures the relationship shared between 
the company and its valued patrons is for 
the long term and that is how we believe 
and practice our company’s motto — Our 
Word is Our Bond. 

Fuelling a success story

•	 Axiom Global – Superbrands 
2023

•	 Best Place to Work 2023
•	 Indian Oil Corporation 

(IOCL) award for the Highest 
Bunker Volume in 2022 at 
the Institutional Business 
Customers Meet at IOCL in 
Haldia, India 

•	 Quality Management System 
standard ISO:9001:2015 
Certification which covers 
Trading of Marine Fuel and 
related products

•	 Highest Single Bunker Trader 
from Cochin Port Authority 
2023

Accolades in 2023 

The one thing I find 

attractive about the 

UAE as a business 

owner is the fact that 

the UAE leadership is 

extremely adaptive 

to changing business 

environments.”

2023
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I
n the heart of the Middle East, a 
unique entrepreneurial spirit is 
thriving, driven by a set of com-

pelling factors that have come together to 
create a dynamic and promising start-up 
ecosystem.

A vibrant start-up ecosystem is fue-
led by a youthful demographic, pulsating 
with entrepreneurial energy and inno-
vation-driven ambition. Government 
support, characterised by progressive 
policies, incentives, funding avenues, and 
streamlined bureaucracy, forms a crucial 
backbone for these start-ups to flourish. 
Amid an economic transformation away 
from traditional oil-dependent industries, 
non-oil sector start-ups are emerging as 
key players. The educational landscape is 
fostering a culture of innovation, equip-
ping the younger generation with essen-
tial skills. Rapid tech adoption in the re-
gion is opening doors for tech start-ups 
and e-commerce ventures. Geographical-
ly strategic, Middle Eastern start-ups are 
expanding globally. Supportive ecosys-
tems, such as incubators and accelerators, 
nurture ideas and mentor entrepreneurs. 
A cultural shift towards entrepreneurship 
is evident, with a growing willingness to 
embrace calculated risks. Local market 
insight and global vision make Middle 
Eastern start-ups adept at meeting both 
regional and international demands, set-
ting the stage for a thriving entrepreneur-
ial future.

Together, these features paint a vi-
brant picture of entrepreneurship in the 
Middle East, where innovation and ambi-

tion converge to shape a promising future 
for start-ups and their ventures.

As a thriving entrepreneurial hub in 
the Middle East, the UAE is witnessing 
several key trends in the start-up sector. 
Tech startups, particularly in Dubai, are 
flourishing with support from the gov-
ernment, focusing on areas like fintech 
and health tech. The UAE is actively pro-
moting sustainability and smart cities, 
leading to a rise in start-ups in renewable 
energy and smart transportation. Fintech 
innovation is on the rise, aligning with 
the UAE’s vision for a cashless economy. 
Healthcare tech, e-commerce, and green 
tech startups are gaining momentum. 
Government initiatives, a growing venture 

capital landscape, and diverse co-working 
spaces foster entrepreneurial growth. The 
UAE’s multicultural workforce and global 
events like Expo 2020 Dubai further con-
tribute to its dynamic start-up ecosystem.

Entrepreneurs and Small and Medi-
um-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are har-
nessing technology to expand their busi-
nesses efficiently. They employ digital 
marketing for targeted advertising and 
e-commerce platforms to reach global 
audiences. Mobile apps enhance custom-
er experiences, while cloud computing 
offers scalable solutions for operations. 
Data analytics guides decision-making, 
and platforms like Amazon and social 

media aid in customer engagement. Au-
tomation and AI streamline processes, 
remote work solutions provide flexibility, 
and secure online payment gateways en-
sure smooth transactions. Cybersecurity 
and blockchain protect data, while CRM 
software manages customer interactions. 
Entrepreneurs and SMEs are enhancing 
their operations with the assistance of 3D 
printing, SaaS solutions, and a variety of 
software tools. These technology-driven 

Rapid tech adoption in the region is opening doors 
for tech start-ups and e-commerce ventures while 
expanding the nation’s successful entrepreneurial story

approaches enable them to stay compet-
itive and facilitate expansion in a rapid-
ly changing business environment. The 
UAE government has been actively fos-
tering entrepreneurship and supporting 
new businesses through a range of initi-
atives and trends. Notable efforts up to 
September 2021 included the introduc-
tion of the UAE Golden Visa programme, 
which encouraged foreign entrepreneurs, 
investors, and skilled professionals to es-

tablish businesses in the UAE. Abu Dha-
bi’s Hub71 emerged as a tech ecosystem, 
offering incentives to start-ups, while the 
Dubai Future Foundation and Abu Dhabi 
Investment Office (ADIO) initiated pro-
grams to support emerging technologies 
and sectors. 

Innovation hubs and free zones were 
established, such as Dtec and DIFC, cre-
ating favourable environments for start-
ups. Funding initiatives and regulatory 

reforms were implemented to ease busi-
ness setup, including foreign ownership 
changes in specific sectors. Expo 2020 
Dubai provided a platform for start-ups 
to showcase innovations, and changes to 
corporate tax laws aligned the UAE with 
international standards. However, the 
UAE’s dynamic business landscape con-
tinues to evolve, so it’s advisable to con-
sult official sources or news outlets for the 
latest developments.

As the entrepreneurial sector in the 
UAE experiences continued growth, it’s 
likely to face several future challenges. 
These include heightened competition 
among start-ups, evolving regulatory re-
quirements, potential talent shortages, 
and the importance of sustainable prac-
tices. Access to funding may become more 
competitive, and market saturation could 
be a concern in some sectors. 

Additionally, cybersecurity threats 
and the need to stay innovative are on-
going challenges. Economic fluctuations, 
infrastructure maintenance, and diversifi-
cation of revenue sources are also factors 
to consider. 

Expanding internationally and pro-
tecting intellectual property rights may 
present complexities, while shifts in mar-
ket demand and developing viable exit 
strategies are important considerations. 
Entrepreneurs in the UAE must remain 
agile and proactive to navigate these chal-
lenges and ensure the sector’s long-term 
success and sustainability.

The UAE’s entrepreneurial landscape 
has shown significant growth and poten-
tial, driven by government support and 
innovation. While some challenges may 
arise, entrepreneurs’ adaptability and 
proactive approaches are crucial for sus-
tained success. As the UAE continues to 
foster innovation and entrepreneurship, 
it remains a dynamic hub for start-ups, 
poised for ongoing growth and global im-
pact. The journey of entrepreneurship in 
the UAE is an ever-evolving narrative of 
innovation and contributions to the na-
tion’s economic prosperity. 

— The writer was an intern with  
GN Commercial Publishing

UAE’s journey 
of innovation 
and growth

A cultural shift towards entrepreneurship 
is evident, with a growing willingness to 
embrace calculated risks. 

The UAE’s entrepreneurial landscape has 
shown significant growth and potential, driven 
by government support and innovation.

By Valeriia Dayekh
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P
lease share a profile on your 
field of business and how 
you came into your current 

role.
Cinépolis Cinemas is a Mexican com-

pany that was founded in Mexico in 1971. 
Today, it has positioned itself as a leader 
in the film and entertainment industry in 
Mexico and Latin America: it’s the world’s 
3rd largest movie theatre circuit; the 2nd 
largest in terms of attendance; the 1st in 
terms of attendance per-auditorium, and 
the most important outside the United 
States. It’s also the world’s largest luxury 
cinemas exhibitor. 

During my 16-year tenure at Cinépolis, 
I began my journey in finance and subse-
quently relocated to the region as its Chief 
Financial Officer. Since 2021, I have held 
the position of Chief Executive Officer for 
Cinépolis Gulf.

■■ What are the challenges you 
perceive in your field of business 
and how are you planning to meet 
them?

The primary challenge I encountered 
when assuming the role of CEO was 
re-establishing trust among moviegoers 
following the aftermath of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Presently, our challenge lies in 
rejuvenating the cinema lifestyle among 
our customers. To tackle this, we’ve adopt-

ed a tailored approach by segmenting our 
customer base according to their movie 
preferences, economic status, and other 
factors. It’s clear that there’s no one-size-
fits-all solution, and we’re observing these 
dynamics unfold uniquely across each of 
our cinemas throughout the region.

■■ State three things that you could 
offer to help incentivise your team 
in their quest for excellence.

In our GCC operations, even though we 
are part of a global company, we function 
as a tightly-knit, small team. To incen-
tivise excellence, I emphasise three key 
strategies. First, I ensure that each team 
member has complete ownership of their 
respective departments and tasks. This 
autonomy not only encourages a sense of 
responsibility but also motivates them to 
excel in their roles. Second, our industry is 
known for its fast-paced nature, where re-
sults are immediate. This inherent quality 
serves as a powerful incentive for our team, 
as they can see the direct impact of their 
efforts almost instantly. Lastly, I maintain 
an open-door policy, welcoming ideas and 
input from all levels of the organisation, be 
it from department heads or cinema staff. 
This commitment to open communica-
tion ensures that every voice is heard and 
valued, creating a culture of inclusivity and 
motivation throughout our company.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a hub 
for business and entrepreneurship?

The UAE’s status as a hub for business 
and entrepreneurship is exceptionally 
promising. What sets the UAE apart is 
its consistent growth trajectory. Across 
various sectors, there’s a perpetual influx 
of people, capital, and innovation. This 
dynamic environment creates a fertile 
ground for businesses and entrepreneurs 
to thrive. Whether it’s the strategic loca-
tion, investor-friendly policies, or the di-
verse economy, the UAE offers a unique 

blend of factors that make it an attractive 
destination for both established enterpris-
es and those looking to embark on entre-
preneurial ventures. The UAE’s momen-
tum in fostering business and innovation 
is truly remarkable and sets it apart as a 
prime hub in the region.

■■ How has your organisation con-
tributed towards the growth of the 
UAE under your leadership?

While we currently operate one cine-
ma in Oasis Mall Sharjah, our expansion 
efforts are set to make a significant impact. 
We are eagerly anticipating the opening of 
our first cinema in Dubai, situated in Circle 
Mall, Jumeirah Village Circle, by the year-
end. Looking ahead, our strategic roadmap 
includes the establishment of three more 
cinema locations in key areas around Du-
bai over the next two years. These expan-
sion initiatives not only extend our reach 
to a broader audience but also contribute 
to the economic progress and cultural vi-
brancy of the UAE, aligning perfectly with 
the nation’s continuous growth trajectory.

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 
your firm?

My aspiration is to leave behind a leg-
acy of commitment to excellence, innova-
tion, and inclusivity. I hope to inspire our 
managers and team leaders to prioritize 
these core values in their leadership ap-
proach. I aim to instill a culture of continu-
ous learning and adaptability, encouraging 
them to embrace change and harness it as 
a driving force for growth. Ultimately, I as-
pire for my legacy to be one of a leader who 
not only achieved business success but also 
made a lasting impact by nurturing the 
professional growth and personal develop-
ment of every individual within our organ-
isation, ensuring that our firm continues to 
thrive long into the future. 

Rejuvenate the cinema lifestyle
Alejandro Aguilera, CEO, 
Cinepolis elaborates on 
how the world’s largest 
luxury cinemas exhibitor 
hopes to revolutionise 
regional movie theatre 
experiences and resonate 
with UAE audiences
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■■ Please share a brief profile on 
your service portfolio. 

After a stint in the region’s banking 
sector, I founded the AJMS Group with a 
vision to provide boutique consulting ser-
vices and technology solutions to finan-
cial services clients related to risk man-
agement and compliance. Over the past 
eight years since its inception, the Group 
has evolved to be one of the leading con-
sulting providers in the region, differenti-
ated by our ability to deliver results and 
tie the performance of the organisation 
to the objectives and business outcomes 
most valued by our clients. 

The Group currently has 19 differ-
ent companies under its umbrella, with 
presence in eight countries viz. the UAE, 
UK, KSA, India, Oman, Bahrain, Ku-
wait, and Jordan. We provide services 
related to strategy, tax, IFRS, AML/
compliance, ESG, cybersecurity and 
corporate training, along with our own 
tech products related to RegTech, Fin-
Tech and InsurTech, cutting across mul-
tiple sectors.

The Super Brands Awards that have 
been conferred on the Group continu-
ously for the past three years stand tes-
timony to its customer focus, growth, 
performance, and stature. Apart from 
that, there are a number of global and 
regional awards and accolades that re-
affirm our strength and the belief of 30+ 
partners and 300+ employees across the 
Group.

■■ What are the challenges you 
perceive in your field of business 
and how are you planning to meet 
them?

I find it striking that technological 
disruption is beginning to dominate the 
way we do things in life. New types of 
economies-sans-frontiers are erupting, 
that are changing the meaning of global 
citizenship. Consulting firms of today, 
such as AJMS, must not only get them-
selves up to speed with these changing 
norms but ride the wave and steer the 
society through to avoid becoming ir-
relevant in the new paradigm. The very 
foundations of our business model are 
built on embracing the future, no mat-
ter how imaginatively insane it may 
sound at the outset. 

■■ State three things that you 
could offer to help incentivise 
your team in their quest for ex-
cellence.

The all-time-biggest motivators of 
the workforce have always been re-
wards, recognition and respect. 

Let’s first talk about reward: Allow me 
to say that what others call remuneration 
or compensation; I like to think of as re-
ward – and this really guides me on what 
to pay, how to pay and how much to pay. It 
changes the whole perspective of looking 
at how I’d like to invest in my staff cost. 

Now comes recognition: I have no hes-
itation in saying that one of my stronger 
traits is that I am generous in acknowl-
edging even the smallest acts of selfless-
ness and loyalty when no one is looking 
over your shoulders. I like to hire char-
acter rather than only skill. I can always 
develop the skill of my teammates. It is 
the character that grows from the cradle. 

Last but not least, respect is as impor-
tant as the life blood of the organisation. 
No organisation can survive, sustain, and 
progress on the pillars of fear. It is that 
feeling of being important and respected, 
no matter what the role of a teammate is, 
that makes a janitor of NASA say, “I send 
people to the moon!” I have no doubt in 
my mind that if a leader does not give that 
message to each member of the workforce 
that “you are important to me and I re-
spect you,” sooner or later the team fades 
away. On the other hand, if a leader con-
stantly relays that message in words and 
by action, there is no limit to the positive, 
productive energy that will be created.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a 
hub for entrepreneurship?

It is becoming distinctively clear as 
time goes by that the UAE is becoming the 
top destination of choice for the youth, the 
entrepreneurs and even the senior citizens 
of the world. Thought leaders of the world 

In conversation with  
Dr Abhishek Jajoo, 
Founder & Group CEO, 
AJMS Group

have stressed on an interesting concept 
of social certainty, which is abundantly 
high in the UAE. The UAE offers certain 
economic growth, commitment to global 
standards of sustainability and regulation, 
social justice, peace of mind, a moderate 
cost of subsistence and visionary leader-
ship. How many other countries can boast 
of similar or better markers of civil stabil-
ity and social development compared to 
the UAE? In the years to come the UAE is 
likely to be the destination of choice for the 
world’s business.

■■ How has your organisation/
business contributed towards  
the growth of the UAE under  

your leadership?
We have an undying commitment to 

impart to society what we can serve best, 
i.e., knowledge, skill and a glimpse into the 
future. We have been at the forefront of the 
consulting marketplace in raising mass scale 
awareness (https://ded.ae/News/en/key_
news/5930) of regulatory requirements, 
financial inclusion of the less apprised/
underprivileged, and an investment of our 
experience into the youth of the UAE. We 
have the highest level of collaborative part-
nerships with universities and educational 
institutions in the UAE. We are partners in 
learning with the likes of ICAEW and collab-
orative partners with ACCA, not to mention 
having a dedicated institute offering training 
services on a diverse range of topics. 

■■ What is the growth trajectory 
you have charted for your organ-
isation over the next five years?

We are steadily following a growth tra-
jectory of a country-a-year since the time of 
our inception: The UAE in 2018, Bahrain 
2019, Oman 2020, KSA 2021, India 2022, 
and Pakistan 2023. It is safe to say that this 
rate of market penetration is likely to dou-
ble over the next five years as we have plans 
to enter Africa, the UK, and Europe using 
the franchise model, which has historically 
been used successfully by most of the recent 
global networks of firms that have surfaced 
as potential leaders into niche areas of the 
consulting marketplace. 

We are also pleased to share that AJMS 
Global has entered into a collaboration 
agreement with Zamara Group Limited to 
launch their MENA operations together 
with AJMS Global. We would also like to 
announce that the Board of Directors of this 
Joint Venture has been constituted. The JV 
will commence operations in yonder future 
and provide holistic actuarial solutions to the 
MENA marketplace.

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
your managers and team heads?

I have always maintained that I am an 
ecosystem creator, who farms together di-
verse skills in one place to reap the value 
that did not exist before. This requires a 
unique vision of the future; an ability to see 
things differently than others. I would like 
to be remembered as someone who con-
tributed his two cents to taking mankind 
into the unchartered future. This is the 
legacy that I would like to leave for future 
managers and team heads at AJMSs. 

Aligned to customer focus, 
growth and performance

We have been at 

the forefront of 

the consulting 

marketplace in raising 

mass scale awareness 

of regulatory 

requirements and 

investing in the youth 

of the UAE.”

Respect is as 

important as the 

life blood of the 

organisation. No 

organisation can 

survive, sustain 

and progress on the 

pillars of fear.”
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always shared the example of Shaikh Mo-
hammad with many people, both within 
my organisation and whenever I am for-
tunate to travel and meet our partners.  

■■ How has your organisation con-
tributed towards the growth of the 
UAE under your leadership?

We are the most advanced energy stor-
age technology in the world, now supplying 
many blue-chip companies, projects and or-
ganisations across the world.  This has en-
abled us to put the UAE on the global map 
for disruptive technologies in the power 
electronics space.  We also house the largest 
research and development in power elec-
tronics at our facilities, conceiving and de-
veloping cutting-edge technologies that are 
changing people’s lives all over the world. 

■■ What is the growth trajectory 
you have charted for your organi-
sation over the next five years?

With a current valuation earmarked as 
being well over the billion dollar mark, we 
aim to be listed on a major stock exchange 
very soon. This will allow us to deploy li-
quidity into further scaling manufactur-
ing and we are currently discussing fur-
ther Gigafactory’s to be deployed in the 
US, Spain, Turkey and South Africa.  

■■ As a UAE corporate icon, what 
is the legacy you wish to leave for 
future managers and team heads at 
your firm? 

I come from a humble background, 
which has taught me to be grounded in 
anything I do and to always remember 
where I came from. I would love my leg-
acy to be that I helped the impoverished 
across the globe have better access to 
energy through my technology while sus-
taining the environment by reducing car-
bon emission.

■■ Please share a profile on your 
field of business and how you came 
into your current role.

I have always been an enthusiast in 
electronics and power electronics from 
a young age, winning a national science 
award when I was 16 for an Uninterrupt-
ed Power Supply (UPS) System. This 
gave me insight into how rewarding it was 
to invent something that would help soci-
ety. This proved to be the starting point of 
my career and the impetus for the inno-
vations and inventions I have developed 
over the years. 

As of today I am the proud inventor of 
the world’s most advanced energy storage 
system, the first ever non-chemical, elec-
trostatic-encapsulated Supercap based 
energy storage made from graphene to 
be commercially deployed. We call this 
technology ENCAP.

My other inventions include a pow-
er electronic management system that 
allows the augmentation and blending 
of multiple renewable and non-renew-
able energy inputs called ENSERVER. 
Another invention of mine, known as 
BATTERIX is arguably the world’s most 
energy-dense, environmentally sustain-

able and safe, non-chemical energy stor-
age system for electrical vehicles, boats, 
drones and robotics that can charge in 
under 6 minutes.  

I founded Kilowatt Labs in 2015 and 
then the Infusion Group in 2019. In 2022, 
we set up a holding company called EN-
ERCAP HOLDINGS.  We currently have 
a Gigafactory within Dubai Industrial 
City.  All of our products are developed, 
manufactured and exported from Dubai.

■■ What are the challenges you 
perceive in your field of business 
and how are you planning to meet 
them?

Our industry is fortunate to be one of 
the leading sectors in terms of growth and 
development.  This has meant that there 
is now an exponential demand from a va-
riety of applications that vary from solar 
and wind storage, grid based utility stor-
age systems, domestic storage, commer-
cial and industrial applications to electric 

vehicles and electric vehicle charging.  
My technologies are disruptive in all of 

these industries and the biggest challenge 
we have faced to date is keeping up with 
demand for our products, which requires 
scaling in manufacturing and procurement 
of raw materials. However, we have been 
fortunate enough to team up with finance 
experts such as Burj Capital for capital 
structuring and fund raising, which assist-
ed us in significantly increasing produc-
tion capacity. Furthermore, through the 
introduction of automation and robotics 
at our plant we have been able to make our 
manufacturing processes more efficient 
and cost effective. Lastly, through a major 
breakthrough in material science research 
I made earlier this year, we are now using 
synthetic graphene, which has reduced any 
raw material supply scarcity issues.   

■■ State three things that you 
could offer to help incentivise your 
team in their quest for excellence.

I always say that a mixture of working 
hard and working smartly are attributes that 
make leaders excel and make them more ef-
fective in the workplace. In addition, as the 
old adage goes, honesty is always the best 
policy, and is another motto I live by.

■■ How primed is the UAE as a hub 
for business and entrepreneurship?

I believe strong and diligent leader-
ship is critical to any organisation’s suc-
cess. Dubai is a prime example of this. I 
have personally witnessed how the lead-
ership of His Highness Shaikh Moham-
mad Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice Presi-
dent and Prime Minister of the UAE and 
Ruler of Dubai has been centric to the 
development of Dubai. This has been an 
inspiration to me personally and I have 

Waseem Ashraf Qureshi, 
Chairman, CEO-CTO, 
Enercap Holdings PTE LTD, 
the Made in UAE energy 
storage solutions provider 
reveals plans to see his 
brand being listed on a 
major stock exchange soon

Building a legacy in global 
energy storage solutions
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P
lease share a profile on your 
field of business and how you 
came into your current role.

My retailing career started in the 1960s, 
working at Woolworths before moving 
back to Ireland to work for Shannon Duty 
Free. In July 1983, I moved to Dubai as 
part of the 10-man team from Aer Rianta 
(the Irish Airport Authority) at the request 
of the Dubai Government to set up the 
duty-free operation as part of a six-month 
consultancy agreement.

When we opened for business on De-
cember 20, 1983, there was a great sense of 
achievement. I was asked to stay on to head 
up the new operation, which I accepted and 
have never looked back since then.

As the current Executive Vice Chair-
man and Chief Executive Officer of Dubai 
Duty Free, we operate all the Dubai Duty 
Free retail areas, which are around 40,000 
square metres across Dubai International 
and Al Maktoum International airports. I 
also oversee the Dubai Duty Free’s subsid-
iary businesses, which include The Irish 
Village, both in Garhoud and Dubai Studio 
City, The Century Village, the Dubai Duty 
Free Tennis Stadium, and Jumeirah Creek-
side Hotel.

■■ Congratulations on the 40th anni-
versary of Dubai Duty Free!  Over 4 
decades of stupendous achievement 
and growth how has Dubai Duty 
Free enriched and helped evolve the 
duty-free experience for the region 
and the world?

The brief to the original team was to 
develop a retail operation that would rival 
the best in the world – one that reflected the 
Government of Dubai’s ambitious plans for 
Dubai to become an aviation hub.

I think the development of the retail sec-
tor, including the development of the duty 
free industry around the Middle East, is 
good. When we came here a lot of suppliers 
didn’t know where Dubai was, and then we 
began to grow and other airports in the re-
gion began to open and develop very good 
operations. That regional competition has 
helped us with the suppliers in the duty free 

industry to take more notice of the region. 
In Dubai we operate all the Dubai Duty 

Free retail areas at the airport, and we 
have around 40,000 square metres of re-
tail space across Dubai International and 
Al Maktoum International airports. We 
think this model suits Dubai better than 
the concessionaire approach because 40 
years ago Dubai was not as well-known as 
it is today. It needed marketing, it needed 
promotion and using the business model 
that was adopted, we were able to do that. 
We were able to advertise and sponsor 
events that raised our profile and the op-
eration and the city. We ended up owning 
and organizing a major tennis tourna-
ment that is viewed all around the world 
and features the top players in the world. 
Our tournament generates over $1 billion 
worth of TV coverage. 

Our famous Finest Surprise Promotion 
to win a luxury car, was our first step into a 
global promotion that has continued for 
34 years and has been emulated by many.  

To date, we have “given away” over 
1,850 luxury cars since its launch in De-
cember 1989. In 1999, we introduced the 
Millennium Millionaire Promotion to win 
$1 million to welcome the new millenni-
um and since then, we have announced 
437 winners of $1 million.

We have received over 750 awards in 
the last 40 years, of which I am very proud. 
And I want to thank Shaikh Ahmad Bin 
Saeed Al Maktoum for his continuous 
support and our terrific team of staff for 
ensuring that we run a successful retail 
operation.

I am very happy to have been part of the 
success story that has been Dubai Duty 
Free and to have seen our company grow 
from the very beginning to be one of   the 
leading airport retailers in the world.

I
nnovation excellence has been 
a hallmark of SB Group Inter-
national and its companies for 

many years. From the beginning, the 
group has been committed to innova-
tion to leverage new technology and 
improve the environment. Its goal has 
been to drive performance to new lev-
els with technology ever since. 

“The group profile summarises how 
SBG International companies have 
transformed society and industry, help-
ing the world move toward a more pro-
ductive, sustainable future. SB’s most 
promising latest venture is NETIX.AI 
which empowers assets with the lan-
guage of IoT. We make your Assets… 
Talk,” says Sanjeevv Bhatia, CEO of 
NETIX.AI  Global.

NETIX.AI  is a unified IoT platform 
company. We specialise in edge data 
collection, sensor technology, asset 
data standardisation, cloud computing, 
advanced analytics and machine learn-
ing in real time. Our differentiator — we 
bring a unique blend of sector-specific 
know-how, extensive domain knowl-
edge, process knowledge and deep tech-
nology expertise to deliver effective 
IoT integration across your enterprise. 

We do this with a clear focus on 
improving your business KPIs with 
a keen eye on asset performance im-
provement, asset availability and asset 
utilisation.

So if you are thinking IoT for your 
assets, think NETIX.AI

NETIX.AI  – IoT made simple.

As Dubai Duty Free 
celebrates its 40th 
anniversary this year, Colm 
McLouglin, Executive Vice 
Chairman and CEO reflects 
on the growth of one of 
the UAE’s most globally 
recognised brands 

Sanjeevv Bhatia, Founder, Chairman & CEO of SB Group International says how his group 
companies offer smart solutions for complex challenges powered by technology and expertise

Being the global benchmark 
for duty free operations

Adapting AI technology to 
respond to market trends
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Gilbert further reiterated the moral im-
perative of maintaining a focus on social and 
equality issues, alongside climate and envi-
ronmental goals, believing it to be “impossi-
ble to address the climate challenge without 
simultaneously addressing social and equity 
concerns”.

Lauren Woodman, Chief Executive Of-
ficer of DataKind in the USA, emphasized 
the importance of data equity as a response 
to social challenges. She stated: “We be-
gan with the action-oriented premise that 
we must move forward and undertake the 
necessary steps to ensure that this powerful 
technology, with its abundant promising op-
portunities, maintains its human-centered 
focus.” Reshma Saujani, Founder and Chief 
Executive Officer of Moms First, stressed 
the importance of empowering women in 
future-oriented fields such as AI.

She noted: “Most women across the 
globe live in countries that have a broken 
structure of care.”

The Annual Meeting of the Global Fu-
ture Councils 2023 took place from 16-18 
October in Dubai. It presented a critical 
opportunity for experts from around the 
world to meet and collaborate on solutions 
that will improve economic growth and de-
velopment. 

The event hosted 600 experts from ac-
ademia, government, international organi-
zations, business, and civil society from the 
30 members of the Global Future Councils, 
one of the world’s foremost multistakehold-
er and interdisciplinary knowledge net-
works.

O
mar Sultan Al Olama, Minister of 
State for Artificial Intelligence, 
Digital Economy, and Remote 

Work Applications announced a pioneering 
initiative last week aimed at empowering 
the UAE workforce to keep pace with devel-
opments in AI technology.

The minister made the announce-
ment during the World Economic Forum’s 
(WEF) Annual Meeting of the Global Fu-
ture Councils 2023.

The new initiative aims to reskill, retool, 
and retire UAE employees. HE explained: 
“If someone is going to be augmented by AI, 
we want to retool them to actually be able 
to use these tools, and if someone is a year 
or two from retirement and has no interest 
in retooling, they have the option of retiring 
early.”

Explaining the rationale behind this for-
ward-thinking initiative, Al Olama said: “If 
people are part of a job class that is going 
to be completely displaced by AI, you need 
to provide government programs that will 
completely reskill them in a new job class 
that is not going to be displaced.”

The session also touched on challenges 
around sustainable development, women 
empowerment, data equity and the inter-
connectedness of climate and human devel-
opment.

Badr Jafar, Chief Executive Officer of 
Crescent Enterprises, said: “We can no 
longer separate the climate agenda from the 
human development agenda or the nature 
agenda. It can no longer be a zero-sum game 
where we can progress one at the expense of 
another.”

Nili Gilbert, the Vice-Chairwoman of 
Carbon Direct in the USA, echoed this sen-
timent: “Everything is interconnected and 
interdependent, and we need to organize 
ourselves as an ecosystem to be able to ad-
dress the challenges as they are.” 

UAE announces reskilling 
initiative to boost job 
security in the age of AI

Empowering  
UAE workforce 
to keep pace with a changing world
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GET YOUR BUSINESS OFF THE 
GROUND WITH MINDSPARK'S 
PROVEN ADVERTISING 
STRATEGIES

Mindspark Media FZ LLC, P.O.Box 124584, Business Bay, Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates www.mindspark-media.com

Contact : +971 56 576 2941

Take your business to new heights with Mindspark's 
integrated advertising and communication solutions.
Our all-in-one approach includes:

 ATL & BTL Advertising
 Digital/Online services such as website development,  
 emailers, and social media marketing
 Media planning and buying
 Corporate videos
 Events, seminars, and conferences
 Printing and production
 Photography

Our team of experts will work with you to develop
a customized strategy that drives real results. Contact us 
today to learn more about our integrated media and 
communication solutions.
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I
n his capacity as Area Manager 
for the Middle East and Gulf for 
the truck and van manufactur-

ing brand, Iveco, Marco Torta believes 
being successful in a top management job 
lies in the ability to be able to understand 
the different business systems and ap-
proaches that typify different markets. It 
is a belief system validated by Torta’s vast 
experience across global markets.

Associated with Iveco for close to four 
decades, Torta joined the brand in 1987 
as Sales Support, at the company head-
quarters in a country in the African conti-
nent. Later, in 1993 he moved to the Iveco 
Representative Office in Cairo, gaining 
experience in the brand’s Egypt opera-
tions. Between 2001 and 2005, 

Torta oversaw operations as Manag-
ing Director of Atlas Vehicles Industries, 
a joint venture between Iveco and local 
entrepreneurs, following Iveco’s activi-
ties in Morocco.

From 2006 till end-2009, Torta over-
saw operations in his role as Managing 
Director for the Automotive Manufac-
turing Co. in Addis Ababa in Ethiopia, a 
joint venture between Iveco and the Ethi-
opian Ministry of Industry, and that rep-
resented Iveco’s activities in East Africa. 
From 2010 till mid-2011, Torta was back 
at the Iveco representative office in Cai-

ro, following up on operations in Egypt 
and the Levante countries. This finally 
led to his current role as Area Manager, 
overseeing operations for select Gulf and 
Middle East countries (the UAE, Oman, 
Qatar, Iraq and Jordan). 

With pluriannual experience in com-
mercial operations and business devel-
opment, Torta excels in creating unique 
business development strategies and ex-
ploring product opportunities, while en-

riching his team with rich experience in 
marketing  and market intelligence.

Doffing a cap to the experience he 
gained in several managerial capacities 
at Iveco in Africa, Torta says, “During my 
30 years’ experience in Africa & the Mid-
dle East, I have acquired the capability to 
manage multicultural groups.” It is a key 
factor that contributes towards Torta’s 
ability to manage his team in times of ad-
versity as well as good fortune.

Marco Torta, Area 
Manager for Middle East & 
Gulf, Iveco Regional Office 
brings close to 4 decades 
of hands-on experience in 
various capacities during 
his association with the 
global truck and van 
manufacturing brand

Firmly in the driving seat

During my 30 years’ 

experience in Africa  

& the Middle East,  

I have acquired the 
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