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Developers in the Desert

GAIN Summit presents enthusiastic, nationalist picture of Saudi’s AI endeavors,
skirts U.S.-China technological competition  

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) hosted the third Generative AI (GAIN) Summit in Riyadh
from September 10-12. The three-day program featured upwards of 400 speakers, the majority
of whom came from outside the Kingdom, while the demographic of the conference attendees
was largely the opposite. The program portrayed a “bright future” perspective on the Saudi AI
sector, a key push of the country’s “Vision 2030” economic development plan. The tenor of the
conference remained determinedly optimistic, with strikingly few mentions of the United
States, China, or the competitive dynamic between the two countries that is increasingly
defining the global AI market.  

AI risks and challenges were mentioned largely in passing as organizers sought to play up the
potentially world-changing, positive applications of AI across several sectors and in global
development. Partnership with commercial partners was emphasized as well as a commitment
to the Global South; government speakers hailed from a surprisingly mix of countries including
Serbia, Cambodia, Gabon, and Senegal. Neither U.S. nor Chinese government officials were
included in the program — despite the coincidence of Chinese Premier Li Qiang’s visit to Riyadh
— and German State Secretary for Digital and Transport Stefan Schnorr was the sole European
government official on the program. Limited mentions of the world’s AI giants had a critical
tinge; welcoming remarks criticized the “Global North’s absorption of [AI] talent” for widening
global inequality and threatening economic development. 

Under the banner “Now, Next, Never” — a reference to current opportunities presented by AI
(now), future possibilities (next) and proactive efforts to identify and avoid misuse of AI
(never) — the conference articulated a theme of leveraging AI for the betterment of humanity.
In his welcoming remarks, Abdullah bin Sharaf Alghamdi, president of the organizing
government body Saudi Authority for Data and Artificial Intelligence (SDAIA), highlighted KSA’s
development and deployment of AI technologies and articulated a proposed “partnership
between humans and machines to solve the most pressing challenges.” Coinciding with the
Summit, SDAIA released its “State of AI in Saudi Arabia” report. The report documents the
Kingdom’s progress in seven areas, citing an abundance of qualitative metrics as proof points:
regulations and policies, investment, infrastructure, data, talent development, research and
innovation, and adoption. 

In a keynote session, Minister of Communications & Information Technology H.E. Eng. Abdullah
Alswaha asserted that the world is in the “peak of inflated [AI] expectations” and needs to
move to the “slope of enlightenment and productivity.” Minister Alswaha outlined several
priority areas: hardware efficiency and handling of memory, model hallucination, and training
data availability and creation. 

https://globalaisummit.org/Documents/StateofAIinSaudiArabia.pdf


Homegrown AI front and center

Asserting itself as the “heart of the Arab and the Muslim world” the Summit spotlighted the
Kingdom’s commitment to developing Arabic language LLMs with the capacity to handle the
range of dialects present in the Arabic speaking world. This initiative was framed as a
response to issues of AI access and equity in the non-Western world. ALLAM, the Arabic
language LLM developed in-house at SDAIA, was held up as a particular point of pride,
evidence of the Kingdom’s domestic AI talent and a proof point for the cross-sector effort to
build the world’s largest Arabic language dataset. 

The conference floor showcased homegrown AI and cloud computing companies, as well as
Saudi operations of global technology companies. Government-affiliated companies such as
Elm and Saudi Company for AI (SCAI) — both owned by the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF)
— showcased their AI-powered product offerings. The Saudi Telecom Company (STC), Aramco
and Aramco Digital provided examples of how machine learning and AI are being integrated
into their business operations to further operational efficiency and safety. Big global
technology companies, including Google, Microsoft, HP, Dell, IBM and Huawei, were also in
attendance, with a focus on operations in the Kingdom. Emphasis was on the “made in Saudi”
label, encompassing KSA-based manufacturing facilities and data centers, and partnerships
with KSA ministries and government entities. 

Throughout the three days, Saudi government authorities signed a steady flow of MOUs with
corporate partners aimed at securing access to AI infrastructure and developing AI solutions.
Several agreements between Aramco and Aramco Digital and foreign technology partners,
including Groq, Cerebras Systems, FuriosaAI and Rebellions, aimed to build out digital
infrastructure. SDAIA, as the government entity tasked with executing the country’s AI strategy,
signed a series of MOUs with corporate partners: one with Nvidia to establish one of the
largest high-performance data centers in the region; another with IBM to establish a challenge
that will build new LLMs on top of the ALLAM model. Numerous partnerships focused on AI
training, education, and certificates showcased an effort to upskill the Kingdom’s labor. Yet
another category of MOUs showcased the Kingdom’s commitment to embrace AI across the
public and private sectors: SDAIA and the Ministry of Tourism partnered to boost tourism
through AI integration; the Saudi Authority for Industrial Cities and Technology Zones (MODON)
and STC partnered to integrate AI technologies into urban security camera systems; Saudi
Company for Artificial Intelligence (SCAI) partnered with Elm to develop tailored AI solutions
that support national digital initiatives. The message was clear: in Saudi Arabia, the doors to AI
deployment are wide open.

DGA Group



AI safety conversation remains nebulous, highlighting
opportunities for specificity

Although the program included sessions on AI safety, engagement on issues of risk and
governance remained surface level, sidelined while the Kingdom showcased its efforts to
forge ahead into an AI-powered future. The UN was allotted a prominent place on the
program, including a panel moderated by UN Envoy for Technology Dr Amandeep Singh-Gill on
the UN AI Advisory Body’s recommendations and another devoted to UNESCO’s efforts to
expand AI’s benefits to the Global South. KSA also used the conference as an opportunity to
launch the Riyadh Charter on Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, a joint effort of the Islamic World
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (ICESCO) and the SDAIA, under the premise
that AI value alignment might vary across cultures. Continuing largely surface-level efforts to
assert national leadership on AI safety, SDAIA Head of the National Data Management Office
Al-Rabdi bin Fahd Al-Rabdi introduced national guiding principles for deepfakes for public
consultation. 

UNESCO officially launched the KSA-based International Center for AI Research & Ethics
(ICAIRE), which had previously been announced in November 2023, and the Kingdom
announced a collaboration with the OECD that will track regional AI policies and Arabic
language AI incidents. The Digital Cooperation Organization (DCO)—a body of 16 countries
primarily from the Global South that was formed in 2020 and is focused on the digital economy
—announced a Global GenAI Center of Excellence. 

Given the shallowness of existing efforts to grapple with AI safety and governance, the
Kingdom’s relevance to the global AI governance conversation is uncertain. KSA, however, is
far from the only country to remain stuck in generalities. Multilateral initiatives on AI global
governance have spurred a proliferation of studies and reports but have struggled to shift
from principles to action. Part of this inertia derives from the U.S.-China dynamic, as neither
country is inclined to impose safety restrictions that might slow domestic progress towards
advanced AI capabilities. Therein lies an opportunity: KSA could play a driving role in
actualizing AI governance efforts, possibly by identifying and prioritizing a select number of AI
risk monitoring and mitigation subcategories where it has a comparative advantage. For
example, the assumption underlying the Riyadh Charter on Ethics of Artificial Intelligence —
that discussion of AI systems alignment must first address the question of whose values are
prioritized — is a key, but rarely mentioned, insight. Just as various forms of national
governance emphasize different social values, so too might AI value systems vary between
geographies, avoiding the default assumption in the West that Western values are common
across all geographies.
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U.S.-China competition remains the elephant in the room 

The Summit served its primary purpose: to bring a mix of foreign technology and AI
infrastructure firms to the Kingdom for a three-day long narrative aimed at proclaiming Saudi’s
AI capabilities and commitment and positioning the country as the “partner of choice for the
people, planet and prosperity.” Combined with the substantial financial resources that KSA
has committed to AI ventures, Saudi is well-positioned to challenge the UAE in establishing an
AI ecosystem in the Middle East.  

The UAE will not easily yield its regional leadership. The week following the Summit, Microsoft
and Emirati technology conglomerate G42 announced the founding of two UAE-based research
centers focused on responsible AI use and deployment of AI in the Global South, to include the
development of non-Western language LLMs. The UAE has a head start in securing regional
leadership in the AI sphere, but in recent months the country has found itself subject to
increasing scrutiny by Washington amidst fears that Chinese companies and researchers could
gain access to advanced U.S. AI technology and hardware in the UAE, thereby circumventing
U.S. export controls and investment restrictions.  

As KSA seeks to move up the value chain in AI development, to include housing data centers
with advanced GPUs, the Kingdom may well find itself subject to the same scrutiny. The
Kingdom would be well-placed to proactively engage Washington in establishing a technology
ecosystem and access controls that assuage American concerns from the onset, rather than
wait for Congress to come knocking. Illusions that a country can “play both sides,” courting
both Chinese and American companies in the advanced AI space, has increasingly proven to
be an illusion. The evolving Microsoft-G42 partnership illustrates the challenges — and tenor of
the emerging American rules of the road — of a non-aligned approach. 

Whether or not the Kingdom names it as such, the region’s delicate position athwart the U.S.-
China technology competition and the geopolitics around the broader issue of AI development,
deployment, and regulation looms. Better to address it head-on, as the underlying drivers of
U.S.-Chinese technology competition are unlikely to abate. 
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