
When plans were unveiled to build a palm-shaped island off the 
coast of Dubai in 2001, international investors dismissed it as a 
mere mirage. Building a luxury tourism destination in the middle 
of the desert, on reclaimed sand in the socially conservative 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) seemed utterly impossible. Today, 
what was once considered ludicrous has become a reality—
Dubai now ranks among the top five cities for global tourism, 
and the iconic Palm Island is joined by The World Islands 
archipelago, while Jebel Ali’s second palm-shaped development 
has emerged between Dubai and Abu Dhabi.

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has delivered on a 
series of audacious grand visions: A World Expo hosted by Dubai, Qatar’s 
successful hosting of the 2022 World Cup and Saudi Arabia’s trillion-dollar 
Vision 2030 investment project (See Saudi’s Inner Focus, December 2024) 
to transform its economy. While these achievements capture headlines, 
only dedicated investors have followed the long arc of development 
that has laid the groundwork for a new MENA. The current deluge of 
investments, along with strategic initiatives and investor-friendly reforms, 
promises to accelerate the region’s transformation, presenting many 
opportunities. We think investors should take notice. 

Financial Services Evolution
The expansion of MENA’s financial landscape tells a similar tale of patience 
and adaptation. Historically, sovereign wealth funds dominated financial 
discussions in the region, primarily exporting capital for investments 
outside the Middle East. In the early 2000s, the idea of becoming a global 
financial hub seemed improbable with cities like Hong Kong, London, New 
York and Singapore firmly controlling international banking.

Yet, external shocks have dramatically changed this narrative. The 
uncertainties surrounding Brexit and disruptions caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic created opportunities for agile newcomers. Middle Eastern 
financial centers opened their doors with favorable regulatory models, 
easy visa processes and lifestyle incentives to attract expatriates from all 
over the world. As countries reopened post-pandemic, the region’s vision of 
becoming a financial center is quietly being realized while its gross domestic 
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product (GDP) bounced back from 
2020 lows (see Display 1). 

Technology and AI
Abu Dhabi is embarking on an ambitious 
plan to become the world’s first 
government fully powered by artificial 
intelligence (AI) by 2027. The emirate 
has allocated $13 billion to enhance 
digital infrastructure, fully automate 
government processes and integrate 
cloud computing across all operations. 

In parallel, Saudi Arabia is making 
significant strides to position itself 
as a global technology hub. The 
Kingdom’s energy abundance has 
positioned it well for data centers, 
and semiconductor manufacturing 
will become the next important 
investment. At the LEAP 2025 
Conference, the Kingdom announced 
$15 billion in investments to advance 
its AI and data infrastructure sectors. 
These include a joint venture between 
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund and Google to build an AI hub 
in Dammam, in the Eastern Province, 
while DataVolt unveiled a $5 billion 
deal to develop a sustainable AI data 
center in the floating city of Oxagon, 
in the northwest of Saudi Arabia. 

Strategic partnerships will also bring 
opportunities to the region. China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative, a global 
infrastructure strategy aimed at 
enhancing its trade and influence, 
is expanding into the MENA region. 
Investments include Egypt’s satellite 
development hub, including satellite 
assembly, integration and testing center, 
and Oman’s space launch projects, 
strengthening the region’s role in 
advanced technology and logistics. 

Tourism and Diversification 
Since Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman launched 
Vision 2030 in 2016, the Kingdom 
has made remarkable progress to 
introduce reforms designed to diversify 
its economy away from oil. The 
government has allocated about $1.2 
trillion for projects such as The Line, a 
planned linear megalopolis, that would 
stretch across 450 kilometers of the 
northwest Saudi coastline, and the 
Red Sea Project, a 50-resort portfolio 
investment in technology-led tourism. 

The country, which didn’t issue 
nonreligious tourist visas until 2019, 
now aims to attract 70 million 
international visitors by 2030. To 
support this growth, a new national 
airline, Riyadh Air, is set to launch later 
this year. Sports and entertainment, 
once restricted, are now ubiquitous. 

WWE wrestling events, Formula 1 races 
and WTA tennis draw massive crowds. 
The Kingdom, leveraging its youthful 
population, is also rapidly emerging as a 
global player in gaming and Esports. 

The UAE has also undertaken 
efforts to diversify its economy. The 
country’s strategic location, at the 
crossroads of Africa, Asia and Europe, 
facilitates access to global markets, 
making it an attractive destination for 
multinational companies looking to 
establish a presence in the region.

Ras El Hekma, a pristine coastal gem 
nestled on a wedge of land jutting 
off Egypt’s Mediterranean coast, is 
another area rapidly emerging as a 
premier tourist destination. The UAE 
signed a $35 billion deal, the biggest 
land sale in Egypt’s history, to build 
homes, hotels and shopping centers in 
an area covering 170 square kilometers. 

Population Tailwinds 
The MENA region, home to about 
500 million people, is on track to 
nearly double by 2050. This rapid 
growth is driven by a predominantly 
young demographic, with nearly half 
the population under the age of 24, 
a dynamic workforce that will steer 
innovation and consumption. This 
tech-savvy and digitally connected 

DISPLAY 1 
MENA Wealth Is on the Rise
GDP per capita, current prices (U.S. dollars)
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generation is expected to accelerate 
growth in sectors such as e-commerce, 
fintech and digital infrastructure. The 
Gulf Cooperation Council countries 
also stand out for their large and 
rapidly growing expatriate population, 
further contributing to economic 
diversity and competitiveness. 

At the same time, women are 
emerging as powerful economic 
drivers, reshaping market dynamics 
through increased access to education 
and employment. As their financial 
independence increases, so will 

demand in industries such as fashion, 
beauty, technology and real estate. 
This shift is particularly evident 
in the e-commerce sector, where 
women are playing a leading role as 
both consumers and entrepreneurs, 
leveraging digital platforms for 
engagement and commerce. 

Conclusion
MENA nations are making significant 
investments in infrastructure, 
urbanization and economic 
diversification to future-proof their 

economies. Unlike many middle-income 
nations, they have a proven track record 
of executing large-scale projects. 

The region is positioning itself as a 
hub of innovations and diversification, 
actively expanding beyond the fossil 
fuel sector, unlocking new opportunities 
in technology and finance. These 
strategic visions are poised to accelerate 
digital transformation and cater to 
a young, ambitious and increasingly 
affluent population—designed to 
ensure sustainable economic growth in 
the decades to come. 

Risk Considerations
There is no assurance that a portfolio will achieve its investment objective. Portfolios are subject to market risk, which is the 
possibility that the market values of securities owned by a portfolio will decline and that the value of portfolio shares may therefore 
be less than what you paid for them. Market values can change daily due to economic and other events (e.g. natural disasters, health 
crises, terrorism, conflicts and social unrest) that affect markets, countries, companies or governments. It is difficult to predict 
the timing, duration, and potential adverse effects (e.g. portfolio liquidity) of events. Accordingly, you can lose money investing 
in a portfolio. Please be aware that a portfolio may be subject to certain additional risks. In general, equities securities’ values 
also fluctuate in response to activities specific to a company. Investments in foreign markets entail special risks such as currency, 
political, economic, market and liquidity risks. The risks of investing in emerging market countries are greater than the risks 
generally associated with investments in foreign developed countries.

IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES
Past performance is no guarantee of future results. The returns 
referred to herein are those of representative indices and are not meant 
to depict the performance of a specific investment.
There is no guarantee that any investment strategy will work under all 
market conditions, and each investor should evaluate their ability to invest 
for the long-term, especially during periods of downturn in the market.
A separately managed account may not be appropriate for all 
investors. Separate accounts managed according to the particular 
Strategy may include securities that may not necessarily track the 
performance of a particular index. Please consider the investment 
objectives, risks and fees of the Strategy carefully before investing. A 
minimum asset level is required.
For important information about the investment managers, please 
refer to Form ADV Part 2.
The views and opinions and/or analysis expressed are those of the author 
or the investment team as of the date of preparation of this material 
and are subject to change at any time without notice due to market or 
economic conditions and may not necessarily come to pass. Furthermore, 
the views will not be updated or otherwise revised to reflect information 
that subsequently becomes available or circumstances existing, or 
changes occurring, after the date of publication. The views expressed do 
not reflect the opinions of all investment personnel at Morgan Stanley 
Investment Management (MSIM) and its subsidiaries and affiliates 
(collectively “the Firm”), and may not be reflected in all the strategies and 
products that the Firm offers.
Forecasts and/or estimates provided herein are subject to change and may 
not actually come to pass. Information regarding expected market returns 
and market outlooks is based on the research, analysis and opinions of 
the authors or the investment team. These conclusions are speculative in 
nature, may not come to pass and are not intended to predict the future 
performance of any specific strategy or product the Firm offers. Future 
results may differ significantly depending on factors such as changes in 
securities or financial markets or general economic conditions.
This material has been prepared on the basis of publicly available 
information, internally developed data and other third-party sources 
believed to be reliable. However, no assurances are provided regarding the 
reliability of such information and the Firm has not sought to independently 
verify information taken from public and third-party sources.

This material is a general communication, which is not impartial and 
all information provided has been prepared solely for informational 
and educational purposes and does not constitute an offer or a 
recommendation to buy or sell any particular security or to adopt 
any specific investment strategy. The information herein has not been 
based on a consideration of any individual investor circumstances and 
is not investment advice, nor should it be construed in any way as tax, 
accounting, legal or regulatory advice. To that end, investors should 
seek independent legal and financial advice, including advice as to tax 
consequences, before making any investment decision.
The indexes are unmanaged and do not include any expenses, fees or 
sales charges. It is not possible to invest directly in an index. Any index 
referred to herein is the intellectual property (including registered 
trademarks) of the applicable licensor. Any product based on an index 
is in no way sponsored, endorsed, sold or promoted by the applicable 
licensor and it shall not have any liability with respect thereto.
This material is not a product of Morgan Stanley’s Research Department 
and should not be regarded as a research material or a recommendation.
The Firm has not authorised financial intermediaries to use and to 
distribute this material, unless such use and distribution is made in 
accordance with applicable law and regulation. Additionally, financial 
intermediaries are required to satisfy themselves that the information 
in this material is appropriate for any person to whom they provide this 
material in view of that person’s circumstances and purpose. The Firm 
shall not be liable for, and accepts no liability for, the use or misuse of 
this material by any such financial intermediary.
This material may be translated into other languages. Where such a 
translation is made this English version remains definitive. If there are 
any discrepancies between the English version and any version of this 
material in another language, the English version shall prevail.
The whole or any part of this material may not be directly or indirectly 
reproduced, copied, modified, used to create a derivative work, performed, 
displayed, published, posted, licensed, framed, distributed or transmitted 
or any of its contents disclosed to third parties without the Firm’s express 
written consent. This material may not be linked to unless such hyperlink 
is for personal and non-commercial use. All information contained herein is 
proprietary and is protected under copyright and other applicable law.
Eaton Vance is part of Morgan Stanley Investment Management. 
Morgan Stanley Investment Management is the asset management 
division of Morgan Stanley.
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