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Welcome to Insight #33 covering the Gulf 
and Middle East. 
Whither the global recovery? Having spent last year celebrating slow-
but-sure economic improvement in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
forecasters became a little nervous at the turn of the year.

Their primary concerns were the continued emergence of new Covid 
variants, such as Omicron, sluggish industrial growth because of 
scarcity of components and, most of all, rising inflation as policymakers 
everywhere have struggled to balance competing pressures.

So where is the recovery during the first half of 2022? The answer 
depends very much on where in the world you are based. While sluggish 
recovery might impact on business travel and tourism, the unexpected 
boom in oil prices offers producer nations like Saudi Arabia and its 
neighbouring states the prospect of far greater income than had been 
predicted at this stage in the economic cycle.

Having languished at comparatively low levels of $50-60 per barrel in 
recent years – sinking even lower before that – oil soared past $100 in 
early 2022, changing finance ministers’ calculations in several capitals 
across the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) region.

The GCC states are at various stages of diversifying their economies 
to safeguard the future and to provide vital work for their young 
populations.

That includes significant investment in leisure and tourism infrastructure, 
including the provision of modern sports and esports facilities.

In a special focus article we examine the demands and expectations 
concerning esports arenas and facilities in the 21st century.

Regional economy:
Gulf spending plans 
may be boosted by 
oil price rise
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Global economy

Oil and gas prices have soared since 
early 2021 and jumped in recent 
months.

Demand has been rising, particularly 
as the economies of the Asia-Pacific 
region recovered early ground from 
the pandemic throughout 2021. Prices 
have jumped also because of the 
tensions in Ukraine and their impact 
on the various international sanctions 
taken against Russia.

Oil prices began to recover because 
China and other exporters of Asia 
Pacific bounced back so quickly 
during 2020-21. Demand for oil 
jumped as they raced to recover 
lost ground. Western competitors 
experienced a slower turnaround 
but contributed to increased energy 
demand by mid-2021.

Recovery has been anything but 
simple. To some extent forecasters 
including the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
have pinned successful recovery 
on common-sense economic policy 
initiatives such as public sector and 
central bank interventions to protect 
business and jobs. Successful 
vaccination programmes are also 
significant indicators towards the rate 
of recovery.

But there have been unexpected 
factors too. The haphazard nature 
of recovery has led to commodity 
shortages and the breakdown of 
supply chains. These have been 
blamed on a range of factors, from 
Brexit to the running-aground of a 
massive container ship in the Suez 
Canal.

Oil price rises will 
cushion gulf spending 
during year ahead

Recovery has been 
anything but simple. To 

some extent forecasters 
have pinned successful 
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sense economic policy 
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Global economy

The globalisation of trade has been 
proven to have its downside too. 
A shortage of semiconductors and 
similar components has affected 
auto manufacturers worldwide, for 
example. 

As the World Bank summarised 
recently: “The global recovery is 
set to decelerate markedly amid 
continued Covid-19 flare-ups, 
diminished policy support and 
lingering supply bottlenecks.”

Its current forecast report adds: “The 
global outlook is clouded by various 
downside risks, including renewed 
Covid-19 outbreaks due to Omicron 
or new virus variants, the possibility 
of de-anchored inflation expectations 
and financial stress in a context of 
record-high debt levels.

“If some countries eventually require 
debt restructuring, this will be more 
difficult to achieve than in the past. 
Climate change may increase 
commodity price volatility, creating 
challenges for the almost two-
thirds of the emerging market and 
developing economies (EMDEs) that 
rely heavily on commodity exports 
and highlighting the need for asset 
diversification.”

Overall, the Bank expects global 
growth to decelerate during 2022 to 
an average of 4.1 per cent (having 
rebounded by 5.5 per cent during 
2021). Inflation will continue to rise, 
mainly due to increased food and 
energy prices as well as the issues 
mentioned above.

“Global growth is projected to soften 
further to 3.2 per cent in 2023, 
as pent-up demand wanes and 
supportive macroeconomic policies 
continue to be unwound. 

“Although output and investment in 
advanced economies are projected 
to return to pre-pandemic trends next 
year, in EMDEs – particularly small 
states and fragile and conflict-afflicted 
countries – they will remain markedly 
below, owing to lower vaccination 
rates, tighter fiscal and monetary 
policies and more persistent scarring 
from the pandemic,” warn the 
forecasters.

So growth may be led by those 
economies with traditionally high 
growth rates, such as the US and 
China. In the Asia-Pacific region, 
export-focused countries such as 
China, Vietnam and Singapore 
continue to lead. To an extent 
their growth will depend on foreign 
markets' continued recovery; they 
need their customers to recover 
confidence quickly in order to sustain 
and build trade.

In the Gulf states of the Middle East, 
rising oil prices are a welcome bonus. 
Depressed prices have helped shift 
major oil producers including Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) towards policies that diversify 
away from massive dependency on 
oil production. They and other Gulf 
economies are at various stages of 
massively investing in alternative 
energy as part of broader strategies 
to fundamentally change the range of 
economic activity.

That strategy depends on massive 
infrastructure spending to support 
new and bigger airports, road 
and rail links and urban transport. 
A significant injection of oil tax 
revenues will be welcome, following 
a few years of relative austerity in 
terms of public spending.

“Higher oil and natural gas prices and 
increased production are expected 
to benefit energy exporters. Saudi 
Arabia’s oil sector is expected to 
rebound strongly, boosting exports, 
while non-oil activity should benefit 
from high vaccination rates and 
accelerating investment.

As a result, the Bank predicted that 
average Middle East growth will 
reach 4.4 per cent during 2022, 
slipping slightly to 3.4 per cent during 
the following year. Those figures 
may prove to be conservative, as 
the oil price may remain particularly 
strong for some time and certainly for 
longer than was recently predicted. 
Oil-producing nations will experience 
slightly higher growth than their 
neighbours.

The oil-producing nations have spare 
capacity to cope with increased 
demand and higher prices. Policy 
makers may release the brakes from 
some public construction projects as 
a result, encouraged by the prospect 
of higher tax revenues that will fund 
ambitious measures including Saudi 
Arabia’s Vision 2030 modernisation 
programme.

Overall, the World 
Bank expects global 
growth to decelerate 

during 2022 to an 
average of 4.1 per cent 
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Regional economy

Two years ago, many Gulf states 
were enjoying a tourism boom, and 
readying themselves to host major 
international events including the 
Dubai Expo and the FIFA World Cup 
at Qatar.

The main economic blot was the 
ongoing slump in oil prices, caused 
partly by a strategic decision to 
suppress production and also by 
ongoing economic uncertainty and a 
growing trade war between the US 
and China.

Fast forward to 2022 and things 
have changed. The major impact of 
Covid-19 delayed Dubai Expo and 
battered business travel and tourism 
not only in the Middle East, but around 
the world. 

Now, as the Gulf Co-operation Council 
(GCC) nations emerge from that and 
rebuild momentum, as well as seeing 
through major policy initiatives such as 
Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, oil prices 
have shot higher, topping $100 a 
barrel in March 2022, a level not seen 
for several years.

Given that ‘break-even’ for many 
GCC economies is an oil price little 
more than half that figure, it would 

be tempting for policymakers to let 
loose the purse strings and set out 
on a spending spree, boosted by the 
massive additional tax income.

Apart from the huge disruption of the 
Ukrainian conflict, prices were rising 
largely because of growing demand, 
particularly from Asia, which has led 
the world back towards pre-pandemic 
economic growth. 

Years ago, such massive recovery in 
oil prices would have spelt a boom. 
But this time is likely to be different. 
Governments have made serious 
commitments to diversify away 
from oil and gas dependency. While 
they remain dominant producers, 
they are deep into a range of policy 
commitments which involve massive 
investment in renewable energy.

A scan of commercial investment 
activity reveals an ongoing 
programme of activity covering green 
hydrogen projects, desalination plants 
and massive solar generation projects. 

Governments, especially Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), have made significant 
commitments to build new health and 
education facilities and to facilitate 

Gulf spending plans may 
be boosted by oil price rise

OPEC monthly 
basket price 
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May-21

Jun-21

Jul-21

Aug-21

Sep-21

Oct-21

Nov-21

Dec-21

Jan-22
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63.24
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73.88
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80.37

74.38 

85.41

94.22

118.46

Source: opec.org
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growth that will provide work for 
their overwhelmingly young native 
populations.

They are doing so with the help of 
a significant move towards public-
private procurement (PPP) methods 
aimed at attracting private sector 
finance. And they continue to invest in 
high-level transport infrastructure and 
ambitious mega-projects such as the 
creation of a new ‘green’ city on the 
Red Sea, Neom.

So, while there is no doubt that 
additional tax revenues from 
higher oil prices will be welcome 
– restoring much of the value of 
public finances after several years 
of relative ‘austerity’ – it is unlikely 
to deter governments from current 
commitments to renewables and 
diversification.

The wealthier nations of the Gulf have 
bounced back more quickly than the 
rest of the Middle East, helped by a 
higher level of Covid-19 vaccination 
rates which ensured less economic 
disruption. The UAE remained an 
important tourist destination despite 
the impact of lockdowns, and the 
postponement of the Dubai Expo from 
2020 to 2021 seems to have been 
smooth.

Overall, the World Bank estimated 
that forecast economic growth in the 
GCC countries varied between 2.4 
per cent for Saudi Arabia and 3.5 
per cent in Bahrain. This year those 
figures are expected to sit between 
3.2 per cent for Bahrain and 4.9 per 
cent for Saudi, which will perform the 
best of the six during 2022, according 
to the Bank.

Those figures are expected to ease 
slightly during 2023, although it is 
possible that they will turn out to be 
high again if current oil and gas prices 
are sustained for a length of time.

The long-awaited UAE Railways 
Programme was launched by 
the country’s leadership recently, 
comprising an integrated strategy that 
includes a network of projects aimed 
at linking the emirates and key cities.

The $13.6 billion project will integrate 
cargo and passenger transport and 
bring overall benefits of more than 
four times that value, in terms of 

jobs created and savings made on 
road building and maintenance, its 
promoters predict. 

Rail passenger services connecting 
11 cities are at the heart of the 
programme. The main services 
will have speeds of up to 200km 
per hour, reducing the travel time 
between Abu Dhabi and Dubai to 50 
minutes, and Abu Dhabi to Fujairah 
to 100 minutes. More than 36 million 
passengers are expected overall by 
the end of the decade.

The level of construction projects 
rose slightly, according to the most 
recent research published by MEED 
Projects. Saudi Arabian projects 
continued to dominate in terms of 
value, with projects totalling $1.4 
billion. While activity slipped slightly 
in Bahrain and Oman, Saudi Arabian 
and Qatari activity remained relatively 
buoyant.

Saudi Arabia and Qatar have 
resumed cordial relations, after a 
very public falling-out in 2019, and 
that is being seen as a positive 
sign as the Gulf countries work to 
recover ground post-pandemic. The 
two governments are probing the 
possibility of building a ‘maglev’ rail 
connection between the capitals, 
Riyadh and Doha.

Greater steps are being taken 
towards the use of PPP as a 
means of financing and managing 
public projects. Saudi Arabia has 
new private sector participation 
regulations this year, and has begun 
the process to procure three prisons, 
as well as social care homes planned 
in Riyadh and Jeddah.

Abu Dhabi has agreed a ground-
breaking $4 billion deal with two 
US investment houses, who have 
bought a 40 per cent stake in a new 
business, Adnoc Oil Pipeline, which 
will lease 18 domestic pipelines 
owned by the state oil company in a 
23-year deal.

Adnoc has previously completed 
several investment deals for critical 
oil and gas infrastructure, and 
this latest deal – involving a major 
upfront payment for the total sum 
– is seen as strong evidence that 
publicly owned assets can attract 
major private finance. Another US 

fund, Apollo Global, will invest $1.4 
billion in Abu Dhabi-listed real estate 
developer Aldar Properties.

Bahrain has announced more details 
of its plan to build five offshore cities, 
which are intended to expand the 
state’s urbanised area by 60 per 
cent. The $30 billion plan involves 
massive developments at Fasht al-
Jarm, Suhaila Island, Fasht al-Azem, 
Bahrain Bay and the Hawar Islands. 

The project includes transport 
infrastructure, tourism facilities, 
industrial development particularly 
around the state’s massive aluminium 
plant, and a major conference and 
exhibition centre. Bahrain’s public 
debt climbed to 133 per cent of GDP 
last year, according to the IMF, and 
rising oil prices will help policymakers 
to plan ahead.

Regional economy

The wealthier nations 
of the Gulf have 

bounced back more 
quickly than the rest 

of the Middle East, 
helped by a higher 

level of Covid-19 
vaccination rates which 
ensured less economic 

disruption 
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Commodities

Price analysis
Commodities Unit Q2-2021 Q3-2021 Q4-2021 Q4-2021

Non-ferrous metals

Aluminium alloy US$/tonne  2,039.51  2,309.78  2,512.88  2,479.94 

Aluminium US$/tonne  2,398.69  2,577.26  2,663.93  2,830.72 

Copper US$/tonne  9,557.91  9,316.31  9,481.23  9,513.99 

Lead US$/tonne  2,173.43  2,258.66  2,242.61  2,219.69 

Nickel US$/tonne  17,528.06  19,106.00  19,753.18  22,216.48 

Tin US$/tonne  28,736.40  33,245.77  37,385.71  42,264.44 

Zinc US$/tonne  2,906.58  2,940.86  3,091.39  3,195.39 

Steel 

Reinforcing bars US$/tonne  715.00  741.67  623.33  677.50 

Steel beams - channel US$/tonne  945.00  1,128.33  1,166.67  1,100.00 

Hot rolled plates US$/tonne  1,005.00  1,043.33  973.33  890.00 

Cold rolled coils US$/tonne  1,015.00  1,115.00  1,073.33  945.00 

Prepainted galvanised steel, 0.35 US$/tonne  1,250.00  1,433.33  1,401.67  1,320.00 

Stainless steel HR coils 304 base US$/tonne  2,525.00  3,000.00  3,125.00  2,950.00 

Energy

Crude oil US$/barrel  67.35  72.58  78.95  89.82 

Diesel (Dubai only) AED/gallon  8.44  9.15  10.21  10.30 

Cement

Cement US$/bag  3.26  3.38  3.50  3.56 

Cement (Dubai suppliers) AED/bag  12.06  12.50  12.94  13.17 

Rubber

Rubber US$/100kg  218.29  182.10  191.06  205.27 

Bitumen 60/70

Bitumen US$/tonne  493.24  493.24  493.24  493.24 

 ■ All prices for commodities are based on bulk quantities, cash trade, US dollar. 
 ■ Non-ferrous metal prices are derived from London Metal Exchange, whereas steel prices are derived from Middle East steel price 

indications; all based on average prices for the month.
 ■ Reinforcing bars are based on the average price from four UAE suppliers. 
 ■ The rate for steel beams – channel has been derived from Far East/Europe/India market. 
 ■ Crude oil price is derived from light crude Brent, US market.
 ■ Diesel rates are from EPPCO.
 ■ The price of rubber is derived from International Rubber Board, based on average prices for the month.
 ■ Cement prices are derived from UAE local supplier.
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Sporting venues - 
catering for all

Sport has become a byword for 
economic ambition in the high-growth 
economies of the Middle East and 
Asia-Pacific regions.

International sports events are a key 
element in presenting a country such 
as Saudi Arabia, Qatar or China as a 
location that is achieving success and 
ambition for more. Over recent years 
we have seen a rise in the location of 
global sports events — from Olympics 
to Formula One — being something 
to be campaigned for and hosted 
specifically to make an impression.

Policymakers see the value of 
international sport, it often making a 
global statement in terms of economic 
status. There is no doubt that the 
2008 Olympics boosted the standing 
of China hugely — with numerous 
venues re-used for the Winter Games 
in Beijing this year. Qatar will hope 
for a similar boost as reward for 
the massive financial commitment 
of building stadiums and related 
infrastructure for the FIFA World Cup 
later in 2022.

The majority of current major 
conventional stadium projects are 
located in Asia, including China, 
Indonesia and India, and there are 
others in Egypt, Morocco and Iraq. 
The total number of outdoor stadiums 
currently opening or planned is 
more than 175, the largest being a 
100,000-capacity football stadium at 
Guangzhou, China, and the smallest 
being the 1,500-seat Treasure Island 
stadium in San Francisco.

These projects cater overwhelmingly 
for conventional sports such as 
football, cricket and American football. 
Over decades, such facilities have 
concentrated on essentially spectator 
sports. Innovations have concentrated 
on hospitality areas, on-site catering 
and enhanced viewing. 

From a construction perspective, 
many of these projects are completely 
new, but a proportion are essentially 
replacement facilities sited in mature 
markets. Such larger stadiums 
represent national pride for many 
countries. They may be a new home 
for the international team, or a 

prestigious project intended to project 
economic confidence or political power. 

The Australia-based Construction 
Intelligence Centre estimated the 
global stadium and arena pipeline 
stands at approximately $125 billion, 
boosted by major events including the 
summer and winter Olympics at Tokyo 
and Beijing respectively and this year’s 
FIFA finals in Qatar.

Major events have influenced a 
re-think of traditional design. For 
example, FIFA demanded that facilities 
in Qatar cater for comparatively large 
crowds of 40,000 — a figure that 
would be quite normal for conventional 
markets in Europe or Latin America. 
However, attendances in the 
Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) 
countries tends to be much lower, and 
developers have had to take that into 
account. The Qatar stadiums will be 
scaled down after the tournament is 
complete and for which alternative 
uses will be sought. One stadium is 
intended to be dismantled entirely and 
rebuilt abroad.
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The scale of sports stadiums — and 
the associated rising costs — has 
attracted more private finance. 
Procurement is increasingly 
sophisticated, and in some cases 
owners and operators have agreed 
complex design and operation deals. 
Stadiums are no longer simply places 
where thousands of people gather to 
watch a game. Sponsors want high-
quality hospitality space. Spectators 
expect access to retail opportunities 
as well as food and drink. 

There is a new trend towards electronic 
gaming (esports), with real growth 
anticipated in the Middle East and 
particularly the GCC economies over 
the current decade. Esports have 
crossed new frontiers, with international 
tournaments well established and 
growing audiences worldwide. The 
industry, estimated to have been worth 
$1 billion in 2020, has been predicted 
to pass $1.5 billion this year.

The greatest growth in esports is 
being experienced where there are 
younger populations, for example, in 
the Arabian Gulf and the high-growth 
countries of Asia Pacific.

Just as the world’s most popular 
professional sport — football — is a 
growing attraction in the Middle East 
and Asia, gaming is fast catching up. 
For designers, cost consultants and 
project managers, the huge growth in 
interest means having to think about 
how people can best experience 
esports, both as participants and 
spectators.

The market matured first in North 
America, Europe and Asia. There are 
significant examples such as Esports 
Stadium Arlington in Texas, Fusion 
Arena in Philadelphia — both in the 
USA — and the Zhongxian stadium 
in China. The recent International 
10 global competition in Romania 
attracted more than two million 
concurrent viewers, with prize money 
exceeding $40 million.

What does this mean for the 
construction industry? Demand may 
vary from small games theatre-style 
developments to a stadium holding as 
many as 10,000. There may also be 
opportunities to develop space within 
existing venues.

Policymakers across the GCC are 
showing significant interest. Saudi 

Arabia is embracing digital technology 
on a massive scale, as part of its 
Vision 2030 drive, to diversify and 
modernise its economy and provide 
for its growing population.

Esports have attracted support from 
influential members of the Saudi royal 
family. There are a growing number 
of schemes planned across the 
country, as well as in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and neighbouring 
states. Around half of the Kingdom’s 
population is under 30 and gaming’s 
growth has cultural elements too, with 
many women involved either as active 
gamers or supporters. According 
to Wired magazine, Vision 2030 
anticipates esports revenues in Saudi 
Arabia to exceed £20 billion within the 
current decade.

Venues are expected to provide a 
sense of community. Gathering in a 
theatre or stadium type of venue is 
very much a social experience in the 
Gulf, and expectations for appropriate 
catering, hospitality and entertainment 
facilities are high.

Esports enthusiasts need to be able 
to see significant detail of what’s 
going on, and that means lots of 
technology including large, high-
definition screens. Viewers expect to 
be able to interact with other players 
and each other. This is quite different 
to the more passive pastime of sitting 
down to watch a football match, and 
designers must think through the 
areas of interaction as well as all the 
digital infrastructure required.

In the Middle East, as much as 40 per 
cent of space in a public venue might 
be devoted to food, beverage and 
retail operations. Demand can stretch 
from fast-food to fine dining. There 
is the massive potential international 
interest to be had both through physical 
tourism, or via digital channels such as 
Twitch or YouTube Gaming. 

Fans in the Middle East and Asia 
expect a strong ‘wow’ factor. They 
expect to be impressed by their 
surroundings. Venues vie for the 
biggest screens, or the best leader 
boards. Finishes are expected to be of 
high quality. Construction specialists 
have to balance that demand with the 
reality of rising costs of quality finishes 
and digital hardware.

Project teams need to ‘future proof’ 
venues as far as possible, so that they 
can cope with newer technologies 
as they emerge, such as the type 
and quality of viewing machines, 
automation of services or the speed of 
digital infrastructure.

It can be tempting to complete 
an esports arena rapidly using 
prefabricated structures and relying on 
expert installation of digital elements 
to happen immediately afterwards. 
That may not always work, however, 
in terms of cost control and, ultimately, 
value for money.

The prize can be huge. Fans become 
immersed in the gameplay — in some 
arenas they may be surrounded — 
literally — by the action, with screens 
all around and even above their 
heads. To follow gamers can be an 
intense experience, but also one that 
is shared with friends. Participants will 
stay on site for considerably longer 
than conventional spectator sports, 
and that has implications for the 
services they require.

Just as with conventional sport, the 
best approach is to understand what 
the experience means for enthusiasts. 
That investment of time, given the 
soaring demand, offers the best way 
ahead for the industry as it progresses 
to meet demand.

According to Wired 
magazine, Vision 2030 

anticipates esports 
revenues in Saudi 

Arabia to exceed 
£20 billion within the 

current decade
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(Los Angeles)
+1 213 793 5297 

California
(San Francisco)
+1 562 221 8847

Florida (Miami)
+1 612 263 9793

Minnesota 
(Minneapolis)
+1 612 263 9793

Nevada (Reno)
+1 503 916 9915 

New Jersey 
(Princeton)
+1 609 759 7000 

New York
(New York City)
+1 646 460 3791

Oregon (Portland) 
+1 503 567 5028

Utah (Salt Lake City)
+1 385 240 2991
Washington (Tacoma)
+1 253 267 0637


