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Foreword 
 At Global Ventures we believe that 

innovation has the potential to transform 

economies and empower both consumers 

and communities.  

Fintech embodies all these aspects of 

innovation, which is why we have been 

monitoring the industry with great interest 

and enthusiasm. Throughout our research 

we have learned that Fintech and Venture 

Capital share a lot of the same DNA: the 

ability to see the world in a different light; the creativity to rethink how things are done; and the 

boldness to get things done. 

Fuelled by these ambitions, global Finechs have repeatedly demonstrated their ability to leverage 

technological advancements to democratise, disrupt, and ultimately spur tectonic shifts of not only the 

digital payment industry, but a range of adjacent industries such as eCommerce, consumer goods and 

services, capital markets, real estate, and insurance.  

The systemic effects of Fintech innovation have placed the industry on the radar of every stakeholder 

in the payment system— from government institutions and corporations, to entrepreneurs and 

individuals. Strong precedence set by leading players in the US, Europe, and Asia is spurring other 

international markets to quickly follow suit.  

The Middle East and North Africa region is no exception: propelled by regulatory tailwind and 

entrepreneurial momentum, the MENA region has witnessed unprecedented growth of the Fintech 

industry in the recent years. Both established players as well as entrepreneurs are seizing opportunities 

and filling market gaps across a multitude of subsectors— each time making profound impacts on the 

lives of individuals and business owners. 

We believe this is only the beginning. As governments continue to implement favourable incentives and 

regulatory initiatives, opportunities will continue to develop, giving the region’s Fintech industry the 

potential to elevate not only payment ecosystems, but also the overall welfare of participating 

countries. 

In this report we cover development of the ever-evolving MENA Fintech industry by sector and solution, 

discussing key industry drivers, government and regulatory efforts, and expected future outlooks. 
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Executive Summary 
Previously a back-office function in the financial service industry, technology has now taken the center 

stage, leading to the emergence of Fintech as its own industry—an industry where disruption and 

democratization is at the center of all innovations.  

Advancements in mobile technology, the proliferation of Open Source, and progressive regulatory 

initiatives have set a firm foundation for the industry, which has been growing exponentially in recent 

years. Most notably the rapidly evolving digital payments sector, fueled by the emergence of online 

entrepreneurs, change in consumer demographics, and convergence towards globalization. 

Large talent bases and continuous regulatory pushes have placed North America and Europe at the 

frontier of the Fintech evolution. Fintech players in these markets have proven their business models 

and are now seeking scale and synergies to ensure long-term profitability. Moreover, existing payment 

processing providers, incumbent banks, and even global tech companies are all looking to maintain and 

gain footholds in these markets and as a result, investment activity is increasingly characterized by mass 

consolidation and mega deals, while less funding is being directed towards emerging Fintechs.  

With a few exceptions – such as India-based Paytm and China-based Ant Financial – the consolidation 

and mega deal trends are most prevalent in North America and Europe, where established Fintechs are 

inching towards maturity. In other markets – such as Latin America, Middle East, Africa and (most of) 

Asia – Fintech remains relatively nascent with ample of opportunities to be explored.  

In the Middle East, unprecedented levels of state support have created a strong foundation for the 

industry. In their respective bids to become the region’s Fintech Hub, governments across the region 

are paving the way for Fintech through a range of initiatives, such as making the regulatory landscapes 

easier to navigate, easing access to funding, and creating innovation conducive environments through 

regulatory sandboxes.  

Adding momentum to the industry is positive investor sentiment: regional success stories such as 

Careem and Souq have led investors to gain an appetite for locally born-and-bred tech innovations and 

as a result, Fintech became one of the most attractive industries in 2019.  

These factors combined have created fertile grounds for the MENA Fintech industry to flourish, and for 

the region to witness Fintechs blossom across a range of subsectors. Fintech opportunities are being 

explored by introducing international tried-and-tested concepts to the region as well as by tailoring 

innovations to the local markets. Some solutions are disrupting the ecosystem, while others are 

democratizing it by filling market gaps and providing solutions to previously underserved segments.  

In the B2C space, Personal Finance Fintechs are predominantly focused on serving the masses through 

platforms that create transparency in markets for financial and insurance products. Digital Banking is a 

similarly nascent sector, where most of the current innovation initiatives have been led by government 

entities or established local players. As the market matures, and interest from international players 

increases, these subsectors are expected to witness an increasing number of sophisticated value 

offerings that will both disrupt and elevate the industry. 
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Mirroring global trends, Payments and Remittances is the most dominant subsector in the region. Local 

incumbents with established brands have provided payment acceptance capabilities to the masses, and 

challengers are emerging with innovations catering to both omni-channel retailers and underserved 

merchants. Cross-border trade and transactions, as well as the constantly evolving payment method 

offerings, are adding complexity to the ecosystem and thus creating opportunities across a range of 

verticals in the process.  

Dominating the B2B space are insurance aggregator platforms that have managed to solidify their 

market position by supplementing their core value offering to corporates with value-added services. 

Fintechs that are serving the masses by making financial management software more attainable for 

SMEs have also started to emerge. 

Whereas regulators were quick to embrace blockchain, they have taken longer to warm up to crypto. 

An infliction point for this subsector was 2019, which witnessed a surge in regulatory support, and the 

entrance of both international and local players. 

At Global Ventures, we believe this is only the beginning. The MENA market is characterized by 

favorable fundamentals, such as favorable consumer demographics, a burgeoning eCommerce sector, 

and a lack of financial inclusion amongst both consumers and SMEs. These fundamentals, along with 

increasing international interest and continued progressive regulatory initiatives will result in additional 

momentum to the overall industry as well as a surge of opportunities for emerging and existing players 

to further democratize and disrupt. The winners will be those Fintechs that are able to combine lessons 

learned from international markets with insights gained from local demands and trends. 
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1 What is Fintech? 

1.1 The Evolution of Fintech 
Financial Technology or Fintech refers to the use of innovative technology to enable and enhance 

access to and use of financial services. The intercept of financial services and technology is as old as the 

electronic payment service industry itself. Thus, at its core, the hybrid industry is not disruptive in and 

of itself. What has changed the industry fundamentally, however, is the recent emergence of 

technologies through which these services can be deployed. 

Most notably on the consumer side, the advancement and proliferation of mobile technologies. In 

developed markets, this has disrupted traditional banking with mobile enabled, consumer-centric 

banking services. In developing and emerging markets, it has given consumers access to previously 

unattainable financial services by enabling them to leapfrog directly into mobile banking. 

Giving the industry additional tailwind is change in consumer sentiment. The financial crisis of 2008 left 

relations between consumers and banks strained. Millennial consumers found it hard to regain their 

trust in banks. To this day, traditional banks still have not managed to get back in good standing with 

young consumers: only 28% of the millennial and Gen Z generations trust their banks to be fair and 

honest. Hence, the emergence of the tech savvy and disenchanted consumers made the finance market 

ripe for disruption and alternative financials services, subsequently leading to the emergence of 

software across a multitude of verticals. Common to them all was the objective to give consumers a 

greater sense of transparency and agency with regards to their finances.  

In the B2B space, Cloud services and SaaS (Software-as-a-Service) has fundamentally changed the IT 

service industry by disrupting the way software solutions are marketed, deployed, and maintained. As 

software with more competitive pricing started to emerge, business development in the industry 

underwent a tectonic shift: rather than being a quest for large scale contracts, the industry became a 

volume game. With SMEs presenting around 90%1 of businesses on average, catering to this previously 

overseen customer segment became a strategic imperative on both the business and technology 

development agenda.  

Traditionally focused on serving large corporations with either expensive or tailored enterprise 

solutions, the IT conglomerates found themselves bound by their legacy and thus unable to react swiftly 

on this shift in trend. This paved the way for start-ups that were quicker on their feet and more attuned 

to the demands of smaller businesses to enter the market with more agile solutions across a range of 

verticals such as accounting, eCommerce, and business management. 

Again, the financial crisis proved to be an inflection point. Tightening of lending policies and decreasing 

risk appetite among investors created a currently still widening credit gap among SMEs. To address this, 

a range of alternative lending platforms – peer-to-peer lending (P2P) and crowdfunding – started to 

emerge. 

The culmination of these events galvanized the modern Fintech industry. This led to an exponential 

growth in number of Fintechs bringing innovation into the industry, usually with the aim of disrupting 

traditional financial services by lowering costs and increasing access to financial services – from basic 

banking services to savings and investments – or to information and tools that enable better decision 

making. As a result, rather than being a mere matter of facilitation, Fintech has become synonymous 

with “democratisation” of the financial system. 

 
1   https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance 



  Fintech in MENA   4 

1.2 Key Sectors and Drivers 
Fintechs encompass a range of subsectors with a multitude of service offerings. Some service offerings 
focus on either consumers or enterprises, others are linking consumers and enterprises by facilitating 
transactions between the two parties. While part of an overall ecosystem, each subsector represents a 
system in and of itself—a system which is characterized by vast intricacies and interdependencies. For 
Fintechs in the Digital Banking sector, financial inclusion, smartphone ownership, and mobile internet 
penetration are determining drivers. While these factors also impact Personal Finance and Private 
Capital Market Fintechs, consumer demographics and characteristics such as disposable income, 
financial acumen, and attitudes towards spending, saving, and investing are more important to the 
viability of these businesses. Equally important are factors for the competition and transparency in the 
market for financial services and insurance products.  

Setting the tone and pace for Payment and Remittances are trends such as financial inclusion among 
SMEs, eCommerce penetration, and the overall attitude towards digital transactions. For Fintechs in 
Business Finance and Operations, and Business Capital Markets spaces, SMEs in the formal sector and 
their sophistication levels in terms of digital adaptation are key. General capital market conditions as 
well as banking lending policies and investor sentiment have second order effects on the market. 

 

Most important for nearly all sub-sectors is regulation. The financial services industry remains one of 
the most guarded from a regulatory perspective. Thus, without the regulatory framework, Fintechs 
cannot exist. In that sense, regulation is not merely a driver but a direct enabler.  

The Fintech ecosystem is highly interconnected, in order to fully empower one part of the system, the 

entire system must be elevated. For example, for an issuer to reap the benefits of a digital payment 

solution, the recipient must not only have the digital capacity to receive the funds, but also the digital 

opportunity to redeploy the funds once received. This high level of interdependency has resulted in 

Fintech companies mushrooming across all financial segments, each solving one unique problem in the 

complex ecosystem.  
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2 Industry at a Glance 

2.1 Accelerating Financial Inclusion 

2.1.1 Wider Benefits of Financial Inclusion 
One of the key cornerstones of a functioning democracy is inclusion, and the financial system is no 

exception. Lack of access to fundamental financial services is costly because performing basic tasks, 

such as paying bills, becomes a time-consuming and cumbersome endeavour. As a result, the time 

spent using money ends up eroding the time available to earn money, leading to an overall lower level 

of welfare. Other adversities arising from financial exclusion include potential for a loss and lack of basic 

services such as insurance, credit, and loans.  As financial exclusion is often more prevalent in lower 

income households, it is likely to impact certain segments of society disproportionately, leading to lack 

of upward social mobility, discontent and potential civil unrest.  

As a result, global governments and regulating bodies, recognising that financial inclusion is 

fundamental to sustainable growth, have prioritized access to banking services on their agendas.  

From an administrative and policy perspective, financial inclusion also has key advantages: digital 

disbursement of benefits and subsidies allows governments to better manage and monitor their social 

welfare programs. Based on the data and insights gathered, governments are better positioned to 

analyse, and ultimately optimise, the allocation of government funds to low-resource households. For 

example, Digital India, an initiative launched in 2015, has enabled the Indian government to digitally 

disburse social benefits, reduce its administrative and transaction costs and – more importantly – target 

its welfare policies more efficiently.  

Lack of financial inclusion is often perceived as being particularly prevalent in developing countries, 

where access to banking services is limited. Meanwhile, there is still a significant unbanked population 

in developed markets, e.g. 33 million households in the US are either partially or entirely unbanked.2 

To address these underserved households, US-based MoneyLion has launched a digital bank targeting 

USD50,000-income families. Services include providing free chequing accounts, debit cards, paycheque 

advances (with direct deposit) as well as managed ETF portfolios. 

Another positive implication of digitizing the payment system is the potential to reduce crime in 

society—from petty theft to large-scale corruption, money laundering, or fraud. Digital payments 

create increased transparency in the flow of funds, providing regulators and law enforcers with better 

visibility to fight organised crime, corruption, and tax evasion.  

In 2008 Vodafone partnered with Roshan, Afghanistan's primary mobile operator, to replace cash 

renumerations in the police force with digital disbursements. During implementation, the Afghan 

National Police discovered that 10% of the police officers in the system did not exist. Instead, 

middlemen in the police hierarchy had pocketed the salaries of the ‘ghost officers’. The middlemen had 

also pocketed a significant share of the actual police officer’s salaries, meaning that most policemen 

did not know their true salary. Thus, when the digital payment system was implemented, many police 

officers believed that they had received a raise or that there had been a mistake, as their salaries had 

increased significantly. On the back of the great success, the service has been expanded to include 

limited merchant payments, peer-to-peer transfers, loan disbursements, and payments.3 

 
2 Business Insider: How growing consumer demand for tech solutions is accelerating innovation in financial services (January 29, 
2020) 
3https://web.archive.org/web/20110429172902/http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/journal/docs-temp/527-rice.pdf 
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Digitization also reduces the amount of cash in circulation on a day-to-day basis, thereby minimising 

the incentive for criminals to engage in petty crime motivated by the liquidity and transactional 

anonymity of cash.   

Finally, inclusive financial systems also have the potential to incentivize merchants in the informal 

sector to move out of the shadow economy and formalise their businesses, benefitting both the 

merchant and the overall economy from a tax revenue perspective.  

2.1.2 Empowering Consumers 
On the consumer side, Fintech is empowering large parts of society by making financial services more 

attainable and affordable through user-friendly and market-relevant solutions such as mobile wallets. 

By enabling them to bank with new, innovative, and consumer-centric financial service providers, 

Fintech is also providing consumers with a greater sense of agency. 

Easing access to financial services alone, however, cannot eradicate financial exclusion. Some 

consumers refrain from using financial services due to a negative perception of financial services or 

financial providers. Others remain excluded due to cultural or religious incongruity or financial illiteracy. 

For this segment, Fintech alternatively has potential to provide the awareness, knowledge, skills and 

incentives necessary to use financial services and even save and invest.  

Another important aspect of financial literacy is ensuring that consumers have the financial acumen to 

use financial services in a responsible and well-informed manner. In 2017, the Los Angeles-based 

Fintech start-up Dave launched their financial management application, which features a suite of 

money management tools to save consumers from going into overdraft and subsequently incurring 

fees. With over 5 million users, the company recently leveraged its consumer exposure to set up a 

digital bank in partnership with Evolve Bank and Trust.4 

Enhancing financial literacy can be instrumental to closing the financial inclusion gender gap: low levels 

of financial awareness and literacy are often cited as one of the underlying reasons that women refrain 

from using financial services to the same extent as their male counterparts. 

Consumer Fintech also caters to more sophisticated consumers looking for increased agency in financial 

planning and wealth management. US-based Betterment, for example, a robo-advisor offering tailored 

portfolios with USD22 billion assets under management, has recently expanded to 401(k)s, a financial 

advisory product, and reportedly plans to launch bank offerings with high yield cash and checking 

accounts and a debit card. In the UK PensionBee has made a foray into the fragmented and often 

opaque pension market by enabling consumers to combine present and past pension plans into a new 

online plan with a consumer-centric interface.  

Finally, Fintech is enabling consumers to make better-informed decisions by providing increasing 

transparency in finance and insurance product markets. Companies like US-based Hippo and Lemonade 

are further disrupting traditional insurance industries by transforming conventional property insurance 

businesses into millennial-friendly consumer products that leverage big data, artificial intelligence, and 

user-friendly, consumer-centric technologies.5   

2.1.3 Enabling Businesses 
For businesses, Fintech is not merely about the ease of doing business; it can be an all-defining factor 

for sustainability of a businesses and a key catalyst for its growth. With the introduction of more 

affordable payment infrastructure and POS solutions, Fintechs have helped ensure that SMEs do not 

 
4 https://techcrunch.com/2019/09/30/upstart-banking-company-dave-is-now-worth-1-billion-as-norwest-puts-in-50-million/ 
5 https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffkauflin/2019/05/02/lemonade-fintech-insurance-unicorn/#46ecd68e6cde 
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fall behind in a world where financial transactions are becoming increasingly digitized. Fintech has also 

enabled businesses to branch out of traditional brick-and-mortar or launch directly into eCommerce by 

removing barriers to entry such as expensive enterprise solutions, ever-mounting implementation 

costs, and high maintenance fees.  

In an increasingly competitive world where customer-centricity has become a pillar of success, Fintech 

has allowed companies to focus on user-friendliness and consumer engagement, while leaving the 

payment infrastructure and processing in the hands of the likes of Stripe (US), Square (US) and 

Checkout.com (UK).  

The emergence of Fintech has also introduced a suite of cloud-based finance and management 

software. Previously, sophisticated management software was considered unattainable for SMEs, 

however, now the average business owner can acquire blue-chip grade software services through a 

simple API for a modest subscription fee. Accounting software companies such as Sage (UK), Xero (AU) 

and Freshbooks (CA) have transformed the way small businesses manage their financials by offering 

more intuitive and affordable solutions.  

In addition to helping business owners save costs, cloud-based Fintech has also helped managers and 

owners improve governance by enabling more informed decisions through increased transparency and 

more accurate data. An example is UK-based Ivalua, a procurement management platform that enables 

business managers and leaders to manage their procurement process and supplier relationships 

through a single dashboard.   

Lastly, Fintech can help minimise cash flow constraints and other growing pains by enabling access to 

funding. Over a decade has passed since the financial crisis, yet most SMEs continue to have little to no 

access to capital due to restrictive lending policies and risk averse investors. With SMEs constituting 

90% of all businesses and employing 50% of the labour force6, a persistently widening funding gap can 

prove detrimental for a country’s economy. Fintech has paved the way for an alternative access to 

funds through either micro-lending, peer-to-peer or crowdfunding platforms. These alternative 

financing platforms can encourage entrepreneurship by easing access to early-stage capital, thus 

allowing entrepreneurs to soft launch their business ideas.   

In the UK, OakNorth provides debt financing in the USD650,000 to USD52 million (GBP500,000 to 

GBP40 million) to growing, profitable businesses. In just under four years, the company has provided 

UK businesses with a total of USD3.9billion (GBP3.0 billion) in funding, underwritten by the digital 

savings accounts of their 40,000 customers. Through an automated lending platform, US-based 

Kabbage, an online financial technology company, provides credit up to USD250,000 directly to small 

businesses. In October 2019, it launched ‘Kabbage Payments’, a payment processing tool to help small 

businesses manage invoices and accounts receivable. The company has provided USD9.0 billion in loans 

to 220,000 small businesses, out of which USD3.0 billion were made in 2019.7  

2.1.4 Global Highlights and Trends 
In 2019 Global Fintech reached a combined USD137.5 billion of investment across 2,693 M&A, PE and 

VC deals, thereby falling slightly short of 2018 levels, which witnessed USD141 billion of investment 

across 3,145 deals.  

 
6 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance 
7 https://www.forbes.com/companies/kabbage/#6a8c7c472b90 
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In US and Europe, the year was characterised by consolidation and mega deals, with the USD42.5 billion 

acquisition of Worldpay by Fidelity National Information Services (FIS) and the USD 22 billion acquisition 

of First Data by Fiserv representing some of the largest deals. 

 

Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019, KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2018 (2013 statistics); Internal Research 

Payment Fintechs is the Greatest Value Driver 

The growth in the digital commerce market and proliferation of mobile technology has contributed to 

the growth of the digital payments sector. With USD77.8 billion invested in 2019, this sector alone 

accounted for over half the deal value in 2019. In terms of deal volume, payments accounted for only 

11%, reflecting the fact that these deals were generally characterised as being larger investment rounds 

and acquisitions.  

 

Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019 
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In the US on the other hand, legislation remains split between federal and state law, leaving little room 

for disruption in the financial service segment. Hence, the absence of a comprehensive and harmonized 

regulatory framework has left traditional incumbent banks protected as of now. This has directed 

Fintech innovation towards the payment sector with companies such as Square and Stripe providing 

businesses and consumers with digital payment capabilities in the form of IT infrastructure.  Moreover, 

a multitude of Banking-as-a-Service (BaaS) start-ups have entered the US Fintech sphere, offering suites 

of APIs, which other companies are leveraging to build banking and payments products. However, 

traditional banks in the US are not entirely safeguarded from competition: a handful of digital banks 

operating under a partner bank – so-called neobanks – have emerged with disruptive services.  

Incumbent Banks are building, buying, and collaborating 

The emergence of digital banks has not removed the demand for traditional retail banking altogether; 

despite having one or more digital bank accounts, most consumers still prefer their current account 

with a traditional bank. Meanwhile, digital banks are increasingly undertaking the more profitable areas 

of retail banking, leaving incumbent banks with no option but to build or buy in order to ensure 

longevity of their business.  

Some banks have set out to develop competitive alternatives in-house. HSBC has launched HSBC 

Kinetic, which offers small businesses mobile-managed current accounts as well as overdrafts, spending 

and cashflow insights. Targeting small businesses with a similar value proposition, RBS Group has 

launched their digital bank Mettle. In addition, the Group is collaborating with UK neobank Starling to 

launch Bo, a standalone consumer digital bank.  

In 2018, J.P. Morgan rolled out its digital banking service, Finn, which was designed with young, tech 

savvy consumers in mind. As the bank failed to differentiate Finn from its core retail banking service 

and provide a competitive alternative to challenger banks, the digital bank was ultimately closed only a 

year after launch.  

Whereas other banks are on the defence, Goldman Sachs has taken a more proactive approach. The 

bank introduced the online retail banking brand Marcus in 2016 as a platform offering personal loans 

and savings accounts to retail customers. To acquire the engineering and product expertise needed to 

develop Marcus, the bank completed a string of M&A deals. These so-called ‘acqui-hires’ included 

Clarity Money, Final, Bond Street. The bank has been marketing Marcus extensively in the US and 

expanded the offering into the UK. Though making a quiet entrance, the bank is expected to accelerate 

marketing efforts in 2020.8 Moreover the bank is teaming up with Apple to launch a consumer centric 

credit card. Further diversifying measures taken by Goldman Sachs include the recently announced 

collaboration with Amazon to offer SME financing. 

 
8 https://www.altfi.com/article/6179_goldman-sachs-uk-plots-marcus-push 
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Global Tech Players 

Joining in the fight for territory in the digital payment space are global tech players that are seeking to 

leverage the exposure of their existing platforms, their in-house expertise, and their operational 

backbone. In 2019, the number of Fintech deals by global tech giants – including Alibaba Group, 

Alphabet, Apple, Baidu, IBM, Microsoft and Tencent – increased for the fifth straight year, with USD3.5 

billion invested across 46 deals. 

 

Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019 
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expanded from taxi hailing to financial services with the digital payments service GrabPay. The 

Singapore-based company is increasingly promoting financial products beyond payments, like 

installment financing, loans and insurance. 

Payment Processing Companies are Weighing in 

The first mega deal of 2020 was Visa’s acquisition of Plaid for USD5.3billion—a significant premium over 

Plaid's last valuation of USD2.65 billion in September 2019. Visas acquisition of Plaid is a part of a 

broader investment strategy to maintain and gain foothold in the payments infrastructure space. Other 

notable deals include the acquisition of Payworks, a POS payment gateway technology provider, and 

investment in UK-based Currencycloud, which specializes in B2B cross-border payments. 

Rival Mastercard is also using investments and acquisitions to gain grounds in the payment processing 

market with the acquisition of Nets for USD3.19bn in August 2019 representing the largest acquisition 

to date. The payment processor has also launched a series of accelerator programs to remain relevant 

in the market: following its US Mastercard Accelerate program announced in October 2019, Mastercard 

announced its Fintech Express program in Asia Pacific in November. 

The market moves towards consolidation 

The participation of banks, global tech and payment processing companies represents a general trend 

towards increasing corporate participation in the market. Due to the multitude of synergies and 

opportunities represented by the industry and the heavy reliance on volume as a revenue driver, the 

Fintech industry has witnessed greater involvement of corporate investors and their venture arms than 

other industries. 
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Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019 

Fintech M&A is on the rise 

Further evidence of consolidation is the increase in Fintech M&A activity: fueled by a record-breaking 

USD66.85 billion in M&A investment in the third quarter of 2019, global Fintech M&A rose from USD91 

billion in 2018 to an all-time-high of USD97.3 billion in 2019. The increase in M&A investment was 

despite a strong drop in the number of M&A deals from 622 to 426, serving as a further testament to 

the trend towards mega deals.  

 

Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019 

Insofar, the beginning of 2020 has shown little evidence of this trend slowing down: in February 

Quickbooks and TurboTax announced plans to acquire Credit Karma, a San Francisco-based credit 

scoring platform, for USD7.1 billion, corresponding to a 78% increase on Credit Karma’s most recent 

private-market valuation in 2018. 

VC investment is still on the rise 

Total VC financing decreased 15% from USD41 billion in 2018 to USD35 billion in 2019. However, a third 

of VC funding in 2018 was raised in the second quarter by Alibaba-affiliate Ant Financial, the largest 

provider of payments via mobile devices previously known as AliPay. The USD 14 billion mega round 

nearly matched the USD15.9 billion VC investments raised by Fintech in the EU and US in all of 2018. 

Global Venture Capital Activity in Fintech with Corporate Participation, USD mn
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Once accounting for this, VC is still increasing—albeit at a slower rate than what this segment as 

demonstrated historically. 

 

Source: CB Insights – Fintech Report Q4’2019 

… and deals are getting larger 

As maturing Fintechs have gained proof of concept and are transitioning towards growth and even 

profitability, the market has seen an increase in large funding rounds. As a result, the median deal value 

has increased within M&A as well as Angel/Seed and VC. 

 

Source: KPMG – Pulse of Fintech 2019 
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Early stage investments are falling behind 

Meanwhile, despite increased median deal values across all funding stages, a 10% decrease in annual 

investment volume from 2018 to 2019 has sent investments in early-stage Fintechs in a decline, 

reflecting increasing maturity of the leading Fintech markets as well as a shift in investor sentiment. 

 

Source: CB Insights – Fintech Report Q4’2019 

 

Source: CB Insights – Fintech Report Q4’2019 

2.2 Start-ups and Tech Giants Disrupting Consumer Banking and Finance 
A central theme in the consumer Fintech space is consumer autonomy and access. The most notable 

Fintech players on the consumer facing side are digital banks looking to disrupt the personal banking 

system by unbundling traditional banking services and re-bundling them in a new, more consumer-

centric, service offering.  

At the onset, the challengers – Starling, Revolut, Monzo, N26 – and neo banks9 – Nubank, Chime – 

gained a lot of traction from consumers based solely on being different from traditional banks; 

consumers were ready to experience a new type of banking service and initial customer acquisition was 

 
9 Neo banks do not have a banking license but rely on a partner bank to operate. A Challenger bank has a full banking license to 
operate the full suite of banking operations. 
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done almost entirely by word of mouth. As the market becomes more crowded, digital banks are 

increasingly seen competing on the same terms as regular banks. This implies expanding value-added 

services, trying to differentiate by carving out a niche in the market, and even investing in higher cost 

TV advertising.  

 

Source: CB Insights Q4’2019, 2019 MENA Fintech Venture Report, Crunchbase, internal calculation. Note; 

Transferwise Funding is an approximation based on peers. 

Adding complexity to the Consumer Fintech space is the looming competition from global technology 

giants such as Apple, Amazon, Google, and Facebook that are leveraging their experience, notable 

capital available for deployment and large customer bases.  

 

Going forward, as this market becomes increasingly crowded, these challengers and neos are expected 

to seek growth opportunities by expanding into new markets or partnering with incumbent banks who 

have acknowledged both their need to innovate and their shortcomings in making banking more 

engaging for tech savvy consumers. Moreover, as the companies reach maturity, they are also expected 

to focus less on popularity and more on profitability.   
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Source: Bain/Research Now SSI Retail Banking NPS Survey, 2018 

 

Source: EY Global Fintech Adoption Index 2019 

Consumer focused Fintech has also paved the way for consumers to make more efficient cross-border 

transactions. For example, Transferwise, a UK based online money transfer service, provides consumers 

with access to financial markets previously not accessible to them due to regulation or high barriers to 

entry in the form of minimum investments and high fees.  Robinhood, a US-based provider offers 

commission-free trading of stocks, ETFs, cryptocurrencies and options through a mobile application.  

Other successful consumer Fintechs have demonstrated their ability to understand the local market 

and address the challenges faced by consumers. Notable examples of this are CreditKarma, which offers 

a suite of free services, including credit scores, tax-preparation software, help fixing credit report errors, 

and alerts of new accounts opened in a user’s name; as well as SoFi, an online personal finance company 

that provides student loan refinancing, mortgages, and personal loans.  
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2.3 Fintech Fuels and Fosters Marketplaces 
Some Fintechs have taken on the challenge of improving the digital capabilities of the market, by serving 

all market agents—from end-consumer to retailer. A prevailing strategy for these Fintechs has been to 

first empower the masses with tools to perform digital transactions and subsequently expand the 

service offering with acceptance capabilities for retailers. 

In 2007, with rapidly increasing mobile penetration10, Kenya was well positioned to leapfrog into mobile 

banking, when the government introduced mobile payment solutions in collaboration with the leading 

mobile network operator, Safaricom. Initially launched to facilitate re-payment of microfinance loans, 

MPesa’s ability to send and receive money via mobile payments presented an attractive substitute to 

banking services for 60% of the population who were unbanked at the time.11 Safaricom quickly realized 

that MPesa’s applicability extended far beyond its original purpose and introduced a range of additional 

features to serve the wider market, including consumers and retailers.  Today, MPesa has become an 

integral part of Kenya’s economy. 

In India, the Paytm mobile wallet allows consumers to secure small loans, transfer money to each other, 

clear utility bills, buy train and movie tickets, and pay for food delivery.  The company – which was 

founded in 2010 – experienced a surge in number of users on the back of India’s demonetization in 

2016, and this paved the way for Paytm to both build acceptance with users and empower merchants 

with digital payment capabilities. Paytm currently serves merchants in over 2,000 towns and cities 

across India.12 

2.4 Successful B2B Fintechs Democratize Technology and Financial Services 
Early Fintech companies in the B2B space have leveraged the power of the cloud and API technology to 

introduce more intuitive and accessible solutions to existing markets. Often these companies initially 

targeted SMEs by either solving their unique problems or providing more affordable solutions. The 

winners in this space have since graduated to become providers to large enterprises. Examples include 

Zenefits, a US-based software provider offering business solutions to automate payroll, benefits, and 

HR; and New Zealand-based Xero that offers a cloud-based accounting platform for small and medium-

sized businesses. 

Fintech has also democratized financial services by leveraging technological advancements to make 

Point of Sale (POS) solutions and systems more attainable: Upon inventing a small credit card reader 

that plugs into iPhones, San Francisco-based Stripe launched their service offering in 2010. Since then, 

the company has expanded their service and product offering with a diverse line of checkout hardware 

products. 

The proliferation of eCommerce has created additional opportunities for Fintechs to serve SMEs, 

especially online and omni-channel retailers. Stripe identified a gap in the market between self-hosted 

payment processing options like Authorize.net and branded third-party processors like PayPal and 

Google Wallet. To fill this gap, the company built a developer-centric product that made it easy for 

businesses to accept payments immediately. 

Stripe and other players in the Fintech infrastructure space – often referred to as Fintech plumbers – 

typically have little to no end-consumer exposure, making their presence known only through the 

announcement of mega deals such as Visa’s USD5.3 billion acquisition of San Francisco-based Plaid. 

 
10 The number of mobile cellular subscriptions (per 100 people) increased from 29.3 in 2007 to 69.3 in 2012 (World Bank, World 
Development Indicators)  
11 World Bank, World Development Indicators (2011) 
12 https://techcrunch.com/2019/11/24/paytm-1-billion/ 
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Their limited dependency on brand awareness combined with strong market relevance and applicability 

make Fintech plumbers the champions of the Fintech industry.  

From a legal standpoint, Fintech plumbers are considered financial service providers and thus subject 

to less restrictive regulation compared to other Fintech companies whose operations are classified as 

financial activities13. The regulatory barriers to entry are lower and general compliance requirements 

are more lenient.  

The overall appeal of the Fintech plumbing industry has made it a popular choice for entrepreneurs 

looking to establish a Fintech company and thus the space is relatively crowded. Successful plumbers 

will be the ones that capitalize on the opportunities represented by open banking and use the 

emergence of new solutions as an opportunity to improve their value-add rather a threat to their 

business.  

There are also Fintech companies that have been able to not only navigate, but also capitalize on the 

potential represented in rapidly emerging and evolving trends such as crypto currencies and blockchain 

by leveraging their platforms and industry expertise. Coinbase, originally a bitcoin wallet and retail 

exchange, is leveraging their market presence by expanding their offering into cryptocurrency custody, 

and professional and institutional trading platforms. Crypto-finance giant Circle entered the exchange 

business through the purchase of Poloniex, a US-based digital asset exchange, and now offers services 

for cryptocurrency trading, investing, and payments.  

2.5 Regulation Sets the Course, Accelerators and Incubators Set the Pace 
Three fundamental success factors achieve an innovation and growth conducive Fintech ecosystem:  

• Responsive and streamlined regulation 

• Regulatory sandbox environments 

• Accelerators and incubators  

Responsive and streamlined regulation 

Given the ongoing regulatory scrutiny of the financial service industry, establishing a transparent and 

streamlined regulatory landscape that is easy to understand and navigate is fundamental to success. 

Since most jurisdictions do not have dedicated Fintech regulation or even a singular regulatory agency, 

prioritizing this at state-level is essential. This factor has almost singlehandedly contributed to the UK’s 

success in becoming one of the leading Fintech hubs. Unlike the US, where regulation of financial 

markets and financial service providers is scattered across state and federal law, the UK has a 

harmonized legal system.  

The UK has been successful in leveraging this advantage to capitalize on regulatory developments as an 

opportunity to galvanize the market. For example, in August 2016, shortly after the initial introduction 

of the Payment Services Directive, the UK regulator, the Competitions and Market Authority (CMA), 

published a directive requiring the country’s nine largest banks to allow licensed start-ups to access 

their data directly if the user so required.14 Moreover, the Financial Conduct Authority, the main 

financial regulatory body, has been uncompromising in their efforts to promote Fintech. Efforts to drive 

innovation include publishing new and revised directives and regulations, offering direct support, and 

 
13 Activities include virtual banking services, stored value services, electronic retail payments and digital money services.  
14 https://medium.com/enrique-dans/open-banking-what-changed-on-january-13-3b9f0a073ac0 

https://medium.com/enrique-dans/open-banking-what-changed-on-january-13-3b9f0a073ac0
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engaging with stakeholders across the entire ecosystem—from start-ups and growth companies to 

established banks and credit unions.15 

Regulatory sandbox environments 

The opportunity to explore the marketability of new innovations or the viability of proven concepts in 

new markets can be achieved in regulatory sandboxes. A sandbox is a controlled environment in which 

international and early-stage Fintech companies can test their business idea and gain proof of concepts 

before launching their business in the general market. A sandbox enables companies to set-up their 

business with only few requirements, enabling a faster, more lenient registration process. This allows a 

company to circumvent the traditional challenges faced when setting up a business, such as finding 

office space, obtaining a business license, and securing a bank account. Most importantly, a company 

in a sandbox benefits from more lenient regulation as well as technical and operational support during 

this trial phase. 

Accelerators and incubators  

For newly established Fintech companies, incubators and accelerators provide vital support on the 

start-up journey, which is often characterised by a multitude of challenges. These programs often help 

start-ups transform their vision and ideas into commercialized concepts with real scaling potential. 

Through both informal and formal mentor agreements, incubators and accelerators also provide a 

platform where Fintech founders can leverage the network and expertise of industry experts. Last, and 

perhaps most importantly, the programs help entrepreneurs get to the next stage by providing access 

and exposure to both institutional and private investors.  

 
15 https://www.fca.org.uk/ 

https://www.fca.org.uk/
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3 State of Fintech in MENA 

3.1 Regulatory Environment Providing Foundation 
Economic diversification is top of the agenda for most of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. 

These historically natural resource-dependent economies are looking to reduce reliance on the public 

sector and move towards a service and knowledge-based economy where R&D and innovation are key 

drivers of growth.  

 

Note: Digital Upside Potential represents potential increase in current GDP (bn USD), if the respective countries 

were to achieve a digital contribution in line with US and EU, respectively. Middle East include the countries 

represented in the graph. Source: World Bank, 2018 GDP (current USD); McKinsey – ’Digital Middle East: 

Transforming the region into a leading digital economy’ 

Creating a conducive ecosystem for the Fintech industry to flourish is a common objective among the 

respective governing agencies in these countries. A key part of their strategy is to establish more 

transparent and agile regulatory environments for start-ups and international players to navigate. 

Governing and regulating bodies across the region have introduced initiatives especially designed for 

the ease of starting and doing business in the Fintech industry. Measures include introducing industry 

specific regulations, announcing planned regulation, or providing the clarification needed to navigate 

the current regulatory landscape as a Fintech start-up or international company. 
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Source: LendIt Fintech & DIFC – “A Roadmap for Fintech Firms Entering Fast-Growing Emerging Markets”, 

internal research 

While there is commonality of objectives between GCC countries, the approach varies. In Bahrain, the 

Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) has overseen the regulatory initiatives and enforcement of the Kingdom’s 

Fintech industry since 2016. To achieve this, Bahrain established a Fintech & Innovation Unit dedicated 

to advising and servicing financial services providers and start-ups. Conversely, in the UAE, efforts to 

develop into an attractive hub for Fintech firms have not primarily come from the direction of the UAE 

Central Bank or other mainland regulatory authorities. Instead, the efforts of economic free zones – 

most notably Abu Dhabi Global Market’s (ADGM), Financial Services Regulatory Authority (FSRA), and 

the DIFC’s Dubai Financial Services Authority (DFSA) – have been the key in establishing the foundation 

for growth in Fintech industry. To ensure centralised and consolidated Fintech ecosystem development, 

the UAE Central Bank (CB) has announced plans to launch a focused Fintech Office in support of 

financial innovation within the country, positioning the CB as the coordinating authority for Fintech 

activities16.  

An important element of Saudi Arabia’s Fintech ambitions is the King Abdullah Financial District. It is 

expected that Fintech will be at the heart of the new district. It is also expected that there will be 

regulatory initiatives in the Fintech sector that will enable and encourage further developments. Saudi 

Arabian Monetary Authority’s (SAMA) launch of the “Fintech Saudi” initiative in May 2018, amongst 

other objectives, aims to support SMEs in the Fintech space.17 

Outside GCC, financial inclusion and infrastructure is the key focus of regulating agencies. In Egypt, 

where over 65% of the population remains unbanked18, the Egyptian Government and the Central Bank 

of Egypt’s (CBE) intention is to upgrade payment systems and move towards financial inclusion and 

ultimately a cashless economy. In 2016, the CBE issued new regulations for cashless payments using 

 
16 https://www.pinsentmasons.com/out-law/news/uae-central-bank-to-set-up-single-fintech-coordination-office 
17 Clifford Chance – “Fintech in The Middle East: Developments across MENA” (January 2019) 
18 World Bank Database 2017 
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smartphones. Only licensed banks and mobile network operators can apply to provide mobile wallets 

and to act as an issuing bank to take cash deposits in exchange for issuing electronic money. Meanwhile, 

Fintech start-ups can work in partnership with the banks to provide the necessary infrastructure and 

technology.19 

3.2 Sandboxes Creating Innovation Conducive Fintech Environments 
In addition to addressing the complexity of the regulatory landscape, government and other regulating 

authorities are setting up sandboxes to attract international players and encourage local 

entrepreneurship. In November 2016, Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM) announced the first regulatory 

sandbox in the MENA region, ADGM RegLab. By mid-2017, both the Dubai Financial Services Authority 

(DFSA) and the Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) had followed suit and introduced their own sandbox 

regimes.20 The potential represented by the MENA market has been recognised by international 

players; regulating bodies such as ADGM, DIFC and Bahrain Central Bank report significant interest from 

start-ups and incumbents outside the region, particularly from the US, Europe, and Southeast Asia. 

Most of the international participants have yet to graduate from the sandbox, others have decided to 

partner with an existing financial entity by becoming a technology services provider (thereby 

circumventing the regulation imposed on regular financial service providers).  

 

 

Source: 2019 MENA Fintech Venture Report 

3.3 Accelerators and Incubators Fostering Entrepreneurship 
Drawing from the experience of international Fintech Hubs – particularly the UK – a range of 

accelerators and incubators have launched with the aim to foster Fintech innovation and growth. The 

initiatives are often taken by regulating authorities and supported by key players – national as well as 

international – from the private sector: 

• In 2017, DIFC launched the accelerator DIFC Fintech Hive in partnership with Accenture. The 

accelerator has subsequently hosted two cohorts of firms and recently opened applications to 

its third cohort. The reputation of the accelerator program has continued to grow, receiving 

 
19 Clifford Chance – “Fintech in The Middle East: Developments across MENA” (January 2019) 
20 Clifford Chance – “Fintech in The Middle East: Developments across MENA” (January 2019) 
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over 300 local and international applications for entry into the 2018 cohort, triple the number 

received in 2017. In addition, the accelerator has partnered with a range of key players in the 

financial services industry both regionally and internationally including AIG, AWS, First Abu 

Dhabi Bank, Microsoft, Emirates Islamic Bank, HSBC, Visa, Standard Chartered, MetLife, Cigna, 

AXA, Zurich, and Finablr.21 

• In Abu Dhabi, ADGM has teamed up with Plug and Play, a Silicon Valley based innovation 

platform and accelerator, to foster Fintech entrepreneurship in the region. The initiative is 

backed by Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank (ADCB), BNP Paribas, Boubyan Bank, Etihad Airways, 

Finablr Group, First Abu Dhabi Bank (FAB), Miral and Riyad Bank.22 

• Bahrain’s Economic Development Board (EDB) is focusing on attracting foreign investments in 

this sector and, in collaboration with the CBB and numerous other stakeholders, EDB has 

established the Bahrain Fintech Bay. With 28 founding partners from both the public and 

private sectors, the Fintech Bay intends to provide support to Fintech start-ups by facilitating 

cooperation, accelerator programs, and funding.23 

• In June 2019, Startupbootcamp (SBC), Pride Capital, and Alexbank announced plans to launch 

an accelerator program in Cairo. The accelerator, which is the first of its kind in the country, 

had received over 100 applicants, out of which 11 start-ups were selected to participate.24 

• In late January 2020, FinTech Consortium (FT), an incubator offering digital solutions and 

physical resources to start-ups, announced the launch of Jordan Fintech Bay (JFB). The 

objective of the incubator is to foster innovation and provide a platform for the various 

stakeholders of the Fintech industry, including government bodies, financial institutions, 

corporates, investors, and start-ups.25 

• In Lebanon, StartechEUS FinHub was launched in the Beirut Digital District. The hub aims to act 

as an accelerator and incubator for Fintech start-ups developing solutions in areas such as AI, 

blockchain, and web and mobile applications. The program will focus primarily on revenue 

generating start-ups that are ready to accelerate their business growth. To help facilitate this, 

FinHub will provide support, mentorship, and access to the market. Promising start-ups can 

also gain access to Series A funding from USD100,000 to USD2 million through a Banque du 

Liban backed venture capital program as well as further investments from external funds.26 

3.4 Consumer Demographics and Trends Fuel Fintech Growth 
From an end-consumer perspective, changing demographics are further fueling the growth prospects 

in the region; on average, close to 40% of the population is aged 39 or under27. The MENA population 

in general is characterized as ultra-connected, with high mobile broadband penetration rates, and 

increasing smartphone ownership.  

 

 
21 https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/288768 
22 https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/plug-and-play-adgm-hosts-their-second-annual-demo-day-featuring-over-20-
fintech-traveltech-and-healthtech-startups-300959002.html 
23 https://www.zawya.com/uae/en/press-
releases/story/Bahrain_FinTech_Bay_announces_strategic_partners_for_startup_weekend-ZAWYA20191111055305/ 
24 https://wwww.dailynewssegypt.com/2019/06/02/alexbank-sbc-pride-capital-partner-to-bring-worlds-biggest-fintech-accelerator-
to-egypt/ 
25 https://ibsintelligence.com/ibs-journal/ibs-news/ft-announces-the-launch-of-its-venture-jordan-fintech-bay/ 
26 https://www.consultancy-me.com/news/2129/first-fintech-hub-launched-in-lebanon-at-beirut-digital-district 
27 World Bank  
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Note: Internet users represents individuals using the Internet (% of population), Mobile users represents mobile 

cellular subscriptions (per 100 people), Banked population is defined as account ownership at a financial 

institution or with a mobile-money-service provider (% of population ages 15+).  

Source: World Bank Data 

Increasingly positive sentiment among tech savvy consumers is also paving the way for the Fintech 

industry; 83% of UAE residents are receptive to adopting Fintech solutions by non-financial institutions, 

and 76% trust at least one technology company more with their money rather than their bank28. 

 

Source: Consultancy ME – “Middle East primed for entrepreneurial digital sector growth, says McKinsey” 
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3.5 Incumbent Institutions Innovating and Collaborating 
To stay relevant in today’s market, investing in digital capabilities and infrastructure is a current 

strategic imperative for most financial services companies. To suit ever-evolving preferences of their 

highly connected consumers, banks and financial institutions for example, continue to announce digital 

platforms and innovative electronic solutions such as e-payments, electronic wallet services, and robo-

advice platforms.  

Emirates NBD bank has been successful at pivoting from its brand through the creation of its digital 

bank ‘Liv.’, an innovative Fintech offering for younger consumers which was launched in 2017. The app 

includes features such as bill splitting, easy payments, and goal-based savings which allows a consumer 

to choose between automatic savings per week/month and one-shot savings. ‘Liv.’ has been successful 

the UAE with an average of 10,000 customers joining monthly since launch. Of these, 86% of customers 

are new to the bank, demonstrating that Liv. has become an effective tool for not merely retaining, but 

also gaining customers.29  

In Egypt, the National Bank of Egypt (NBE) is expanding their value offering by adding a range of service 

banking websites, Al Ahly Net. The initiative is a part of the bank’s overall plan to engage with customers 

through different channels and to improve the digital experience for younger customers, who prefer to 

engage with their bank online.30 

Other incumbent banks have opted to partner with Fintech companies to improve their value 

proposition, thereby circumventing some of the infrastructure legacy issues often associated with 

developing solutions in-house.  UAE-based RAKBANK, for example, has teamed up with C3 to launch a 

payroll card for both banking and non-banking individuals, offering low-income workers better 

remittance rates.31 

From an investor point of view, collaboration appears to be favored over competition.  In fact, the level 

of investment in Fintechs seeking to collaborate with incumbents in the financial services sector 

increased nearly 140% in 2017, compared to investment in competitive Fintechs, which increased by 

only 23%. 

3.6 Government Partnerships and Innovation 
In some instances, governments have either collaborated with start-ups or singlehandedly launched 

Fintech initiatives to promote digitization and financial inclusion. An example of the former is 

MadfooatCom, which provides solutions that make it possible for consumers in MENA to view and pay 

their bills using a dedicated app. The startup, eFAWATEER.com established its platform in partnership 

with the Central Bank of Jordan in 2011 and has processed over 18 million invoices valued at USD15 

billion. 32 

In early 2019, the Egyptian government introduced ‘Meeza’ – debit cards, prepaid Know Your Customer 

(KYC) cards, and prepaid non-KYC cards (with ID check designed to prevent fraud and money laundering) 

and digital wallets – to promote financial inclusion. ‘Meeza’ cards can be used across all ATMs, 

eCommerce websites, and 80,000 POS’s, while wallets can be used to perform various financial services 

that are instantly accepted: transferring funds, purchasing goods and services, receiving money, and 

using card-less ATM services to withdraw and deposit cash. Originally intended as an offering to 

pensioners, civil servants, and subsidy recipients in Egypt, the card is now accessible by all citizens over 

 
29 https://11fs.com/blog/a-perfect-fintech-storm-is-brewing-the-tale-of-the-middle-east 
30 https://www.albawaba.com/business/how-egypts-banks-adopt-digitisation-and-fintech-1244536 
31 https://www.edenred.com/en/medias/news-and-press-releases/c3-signs-partnership-rakbank 
32 Clifford Chance – “Fintech in The Middle East: Developments across MENA” (January 2019) 

https://11fs.com/blog/a-perfect-fintech-storm-is-brewing-the-tale-of-the-middle-east
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16 years of age. Moreover, citizens are not required to open a bank account to obtain a card. In order 

to increase uptake, Egypt’s Ministry of Finance announced that bank customers could obtain ‘Meeza’ 

prepaid cards for free until November 2019 from the National Bank of Egypt (NBE), al-Qahira bank, 

Bank Misr, the Commercial International Bank (CIB), and the Agricultural Bank of Egypt (ABE).  To date, 

4 million ‘Meeza’ cards have been issued, with the government intending to increase that number to 

20 million.33 

Lastly, in December 2019, the National Bank of Kuwait partnered with Ripple for a remittance service, 

NBK Direct Remit, as a pilot program between Kuwait and Jordan. 

3.7 Governments Funding Provides Additional Support 
The national commitment to Fintech spans beyond providing the regulatory framework. Across the 

region, government funds are pouring into the sector in a further step to boost the Fintech ecosystem.  

The UAE government and its regulating agencies have initiated three large funds. Ghadan Ventures 

Fund is based in Abu Dhabi and administered by Abu Dhabi Investment Office. The focus of the USD146 

million fund is to invest in Hub71 – a global tech ecosystem that brings together key enablers for start-

ups to succeed, alongside other venture capital partners. The fund was announced in March 2019 and 

launched two months later. In March 2019, DIFC also announced their USD10 million Fintech Fund. The 

key focus of the fund, which is administered by Wamda Capital and Middle East Venture Partners, is to 

accelerate the development of Fintech in Middle East, Africa, and South Asia through investments in 

both start-up and growth-stage companies. The fund is a part of the larger USD100 million Fintech Fund 

launched by DIFC in 2018.34 

To enhance the UAE's status as the leading tech and innovation hub in MENA, Mubadala Capital 

announced their plans to invest in the region's growing start-up scene through their newly established 

fund of USD250 million. Of the funding, USD150 million will be committed to a fund of funds, which 

aims to invest in 15 venture funds supporting Abu Dhabi's Hub71 ecosystem. The three funds of the 

first fund cohort are San Francisco-based Data Collective Venture Capital (DCVC), Middle East Ventures 

Partners (MEVP) and Global Ventures. The remaining USD100 million will be dedicated towards direct 

investments in early stage tech companies in either enterprise or consumer sectors. The fund plans to 

invest in a portfolio of 15 companies.  

As part of KSA’s Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), the kingdom’s sovereign 

wealth fund, launched a USD1 billion fund of funds in October 2017. One PIF’s flagship investments is 

“Softbank Vision Fund”, a USD100 billion fund established by Softbank in 2017. The fund, which is also 

backed by Mubadala Capital holds investments in prominent consumer tech companies such as Uber, 

Lenskart and DoorDash, chip designer ARM Holdings, and software companies Slack and Cohesity.35 

In June 2018, Bahrain Development Bank launched the first regional fund of funds, Al Waha Fund of 

Funds which is aimed specifically at MENAs tech start-ups. The total fund size is USD100 million, out of 

which USD35 million is committed to a series of venture funds. In September 2019, Al Waha announced 

plans to invest in MSA Capital’s USD250 million fund, a Chinese venture capital fund which claims to 

have already made 10 investments in the Middle East region.36 

In September 2019, the Egypt Central Bank (ECB) announced that in 2020 it plans to launch a Fintech 

dedicated fund which is expected to be USD50 million to USD100 million in size. As part of their wider 

 
33 https://egyptindependent.com/customers-able-to-obtain-meeza-cards-for-free-till-november-1-ministry/ 
34 MENA Fintech Venture Report 2019 
35 MENA Fintech Venture Report 2019 
36 MENA Fintech Venture Report 2019 
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efforts to promote digital innovation, the government also plans to invest USD60.8 million into 

developing seven technological parks across various universities Egypt.37 

In July 2019, Oasis500, a Amman-based early-stage investor and accelerator, announced the launch of 

its second fund ‘Oasis Venture II Fund’. While not specifically targeting Fintech, the fund invests in early-

stage creative and tech startups in Jordan. Early stage start-ups pre-seed are eligible for funding of 

between USD30,000 and USD100,000 in exchange for 5 to 15% of their business equity but the fund 

also offers early growth funding of up to USD350,000. It was launched with support and financing from 

Arab Bank and Jordan’s King Abdullah Fund of Development (KAFD), the recently launched USD98 

million Innovative Start-ups and SMEs Fund (ISSF).38 

3.8 … and Institutional Investors Following Suit 
A rapidly increasing investor appetite for MENA Fintechs has further enabled the Fintech industry to 

flourish. Of the 163 investors active in MENA in 2019, 37 invested in one or more MENA-based Fintech 

startups. 41% of these investors had not previously invested in Fintech startups, reaffirming that the 

industry is gaining popularity.39  

As the global Fintech market becomes increasingly dominated by unicorn races and mass 

consolidations, international investors are gradually turning to MENA for long-term investment 

opportunities. As of October 2019, international investors accounted for 14% of Fintech investors in 

MENA.  

Top investors have invested in many startups, especially at the early stage. These investments have 

been primarily facilitated by partnerships between regional players and international accelerators such 

as Startupbootcamp, the world's largest network of multi-corporate backed accelerators helping 

startups scale internationally. Meanwhile, the Fintech startups are also gaining traction from prominent 

VCs. 

3.9 Exits to Date Setting Promising Precedent 
While the investments have been mostly early stage, the region has already witnessed later-stage deals, 

acquisitions and exits.  

In November 2018, Majid Al Futtaim, a Dubai-based retail and hospitality holding company, acquired 

UAE-based Beam Wallet, a mobile commerce and rewards platform. The main objective of the 

acquisition, which is a part of the conglomerate’s larger efforts to bolster its digital transformation 

efforts, was reported to be the IP-rights to Beam’s loyalty and rewards scheme. 

Other notable exits include the IPOs of Fawry and Network International. On April 11th, 2019, Network 

International, a Dubai-based provider of payment solutions in the Middle East was listed 40% of their 

share capital on the London Stock Exchange at a valuation of USD2.8 billion, the IPO was the biggest of 

the year at the time of its listing. On August 8, 2019, Fawry, an Egypt-based electronic payments 

network offering financial services to consumers and businesses through a variety of channels, listed 

36% of its share capital, worth up to EGP1.6 billion (USD97 million), on the Egyptian Stock Exchange.40 

In September 2018, A15, an Egyptian entrepreneurial company that creates digital products and 

technology brands sold their 76% stake in Egypt-based TPay, an open mobile payment platform that 

 
37 https://internationalfinance.com/egypt-central-bank-plans-50mn-100-mn-fintech-fund/ 
38 https://www.menabytes.com/oasis-500-second-fund/ 
39 MENA Fintech Venture Report 
40  MENA Fintech Venture Report 
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connects consumers, businesses, and mobile operators for operator billing, to Helios Investment 

Partners. While deal value is undisclosed, the deal is known to be the first dragon exit in the region.41 

3.10 Conclusion 
Regulators across MENA are vying to become the regional Fintech hub. Whereas economic 

diversification is the key motivation within the GCC, financial inclusion remains the main objective in 

the rest of the region.   

In their bid to lead Fintech innovation going forward, regulators have implemented a range of initiatives, 

including lenient transparent framework and regulatory sandboxes in which international players, with 

proven business models, and start-ups can test the viability of their business. 

To further promote the industry, governments are supplementing lenient regulations with ample 

access to capital; and institutional investors are following suit. Some governments are also taking 

monetary digitization in their own hands by launching state-led and state-funded Fintech initiatives.  

The region’s incumbent banks are waking up to the need to innovate and have launched a range of 

digital solutions either independently or in collaboration with either state agencies or Fintech 

companies.  

Consumer demographics and trends are providing a firm foundation for growth. Given the variation of 

consumers, the growth is expected to be led by both disruptive solutions, but also basic mobile banking 

services catering to the unbanked population. 

4 MENA Fintech by the Numbers 
Since 2012 the number of regional Fintech startups increased by a Compound Annual Growth Rate 

(CAGR) of 39%, and currently, a total of 310 active firms are present in the MENA region. With 46% of 

the region’s Fintech start-ups, the UAE is currently the leading Fintech hub. The MENA Fintech market 

was estimated at USD2 billion in 2018 and is expected to reach USD2.5 billion by 2022, corresponding 

to an annual expansion of USD125 million.42 

MENA Fintech Cycle 

 

 
41 https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/323867 
42 https://www.itp.net/616917-mena-fintech-market-to-reach-$25bn-by-2022-says-mrp 
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4.1 MENA Fintech Deals 
MENA Fintechs raised a total of USD517 million in funding in 2019. The deal volume amounted to 354 

deals, corresponding to a 30% increase from the year before.  

Despite the rapid expansion of Fintech in MENA, Fintech investments in the region still make up only 

1% of global Fintech venture capital investment. Rather than a lack of potential of Fintech in MENA, this 

statistic is a testament to the saturation of the developed market which is currently characterized by 

mega deals, mass consolidations, and unicorn races. 

The recent surge in Fintech investment means that it has become the industry with the highest deal 

volume, surpassing both eCommerce and Delivery & Logistics. From a deal value perspective, Fintech 

ranks fourth, reflecting the fact that most of the businesses in the industry are still at a relatively early 

stage.  

 

Source: 2019 MENA Fintech Venture Report 

UAE-based Fintech startups accounted for 47% of all Fintech deals, making UAE the leading country 

from a deal flow perspective. Moreover, the UAE also hosts 4 out of the top 5 venture funded MENA 

Fintech startups.43 

 

 

 
43 2019 MENA Fintech Venture Report 
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Source: World Bank, PayPal, PayFort – Statement of Payments 2016 

When looking at total funding of Fintech startups, differences in the size of ecosystems becomes more 

apparent. By October 2019, UAE accounted for almost 70% of funds raised in the region, followed by 

Bahrain and Lebanon, each accounting for 9% of the funds raised. By 2022 the number of MENA Fintech 

companies is projected to reach 465 Fintech companies with USD2.3 billion in venture capital funding44.  

5 MENA Fintech Subsector Analysis 
 

 

 
44 Milken Institute – The Rise of Fintech in MENA 
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5.1 Consumer Fintech 

5.1.1 Personal Finance 
Personal Finance in MENA is predominantly focused with serving the masses through comparison sites. 

Meanwhile, as consumers gradually improve their financial acumen and demonstrate more willingness 

to take ownership of their financial planning, more sophisticated Fintechs such as RoboAdvisory and 

Financial Management have started to emerge.  

Leading Personal Finance Fintech Companies in MENA 

 

Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

Comparison Sites 

The earliest Fintech companies in the personal finance space have been comparison sites that focus on 

empowering consumers by creating a more transparent market to navigate when for example shopping 

for insurance (home, car, medical, travel, etc.), banking services, or financing.  

Yallacompare 

One of the leading comparison sites in the region is Yallacompare. The company was launched in 2011 

as a car insurance platform under the brand compareit4me. Since then, the platform has evolved 

rapidly, and the site now enables users to compare credit cards, personal loans, mortgages, car loans, 

insurance and bank accounts from a diverse range of local and international banks and financial 

institutions. Yallacompare is headquartered in Dubai and currently operates in 9 countries: UAE, Qatar, 

Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Lebanon, Oman and Jordan.  
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In July 2019, the company raised USD8 million in their Series C round of funding, backed by STC 

Ventures and Wamda Capital, bringing the total amount raised to USD17.4 million45. The new funds are 

being used to grow the 120 people strong workforce by up to 50 per cent as the company expands to 

other regional markets. The company also recently announced a partnership with Smart Dubai to bring 

insurance aggregation to the Dubai Now app, through which they expect to issue more than USD50 

million of policies in 201946. 

Souqalmal 

Souqalmal, a Dubai-based comparison platform, has been recognised by Forbes as one of the leading 

Fintech companies in MENA. Their platform aggregates the latest deals on more than 3,200 retail 

banking, telecoms, insurance and education products offered in the UAE and KSA47. In September 2019 

the company added to its portfolio by launching an online insurance comparison service in Bahrain 

upon gaining regulatory approval from the Central Bank. 

Souqalmal has raised a total of USD14.6 million in funding since it was established in 2012. Investors 

include GoCompare, UAE Exchange, Riyad Taqnia Fund, VentureSouq, and NNS Capital48. The latest 

disclosed equity fundraise dates back to October 2017, where the company raised USD10 million in 

their Series B round of funding, led by Riyad TAQNIA Fund (RTF). The company raised undisclosed 

funding in a Private Equity round in September 201949.  

A later entrant to the comparison space is Dubai-based BankOnUs. The company was founded in 

January 2018 with the intention of simplifying personal financial and insurance decisions. The platform 

enables consumers to compare policies for car, life, and health insurance. Moreover, the platform 

offers a unique and consumer centric approach to searching for credit card offers and personal loans.  

RoboAdvisors  

The personal finance space is slowly evolving from merely making the market more transparent, to 

helping consumers plan for their future by making savings and investments more intuitive and 

accessible.  

Sarwa 

Founded in Dubai in 2017, Sarwa is an online financial advisor aiming to make investing easy and 

affordable. Based on input from an online questionnaire about investment goals, timelines, and risk-

appetite, the online wealth manager invests client funds in a portfolio of low-cost Exchange Traded 

Funds (ETF).  At Sarwa, the minimum investment requirement is USD500, and the portfolios are 

automatically rebalanced based on market movements and dividend issuances. The portfolios are 

diversified through a combination of AI and financial advisers who are employed to assist the users 

throughout the investment process.  

Sarwa’s latest fundraise was their Series A round, which took place in January 2020, where the company 

raised USD8.4 million, bringing the total amount of funds raised to USD9.9 million50. The fundraise was 

led by Kuwait Projects Company, also known as Kipco, which has consolidated assets of more than 

USD30bn. Other investors include the Dubai International Financial Centre, Abu Dhabi Investment 

 
45 Crunchbase (compareit4me) 
46 https://gulfbusiness.com/uae-start-yallacompare-raises-8m-new-funding-round/ 
47 360 credit cards, 450 bank accounts, 147 personal loans, 100 car loans, 105 mortgages, 1143 mobile phone plans, 150 broadband 
plans, 280 schools and 234 nurseries and 100+ car deals, plus 115 SME financial products (company website) 
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Office, Vision Ventures from Saudi Arabia, Hambro Perks from the UK and Shorooq Partners, an Abu 

Dhabi-based VC fund, which led the previous round51. 

Haseed 

Haseed is a digital investment advisor and among the 22 start-ups in the second cohort of the DIFC 

Fintech Hive. The company was founded in 2017 with the mission to change the dynamics of investing 

in the region and make Islamic saving and investing more accessible to the masses by reducing 

investment barriers like high fees or high minimum investments. Using AI, the robo-advisor tailors well-

diversified investment strategies based on the preferences and funds available of each consumer—all 

while remaining entirely Sharia compliant. In July 2019, the company was granted approval by Saudi 

Arabia's Capital Market Authority (CMA) to test their robo-advisory services in KSA52. 

Financial Management  

MoneyMall 

Another member of DIFC Fintech Hive’s second cohort is MoneyMall. The company, which is still in test 

mode, is on a mission to create healthy money habits with UAE residents, offering consumers 

personalized coaching and access to the right financial products for them. Their suite of solutions 

enables consumers to check and improve their credit score and debt ratio, helping them to understand 

and unlock their borrowing power.  

5.1.2 Digital Banking 
Monetary digitization is a key priority for most regulators in the MENA region, where transactions 

currently remain predominantly cash based. In some countries low financial inclusion is one of the key 

barriers to a cashless society. However, bank account ownership alone does not make a society 

transition into a digital economy; e.g. despite 88% account ownership53, 70-75% of all transactions in 

the UAE are currently cash-based54. 

Meanwhile, with the help of ever-increasing smartphone penetration rates, mobile payment apps have 

the potential to fast track countries into becoming cashless societies: the mobile wallet market in the 

UAE alone is projected to reach USD2.3bn by 202255. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Digital Wallets 
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53 World Bank 2017 
54 Plug & Play, 3 Trends Reshaping Fintech in the Middle East and North Africa 
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Klip 

In the UAE, 16 leading banks (all members of the UAE Banks Federation) have developed the Emirates 

Digital cash platform, called Klip, a joint initiative in the transition from cash to digital payments56. Klip 

does not require a bank account, making it an ideal solution for the 1.3 million unbanked residents in 

the UAE and a key steppingstone in the country’s ambition towards becoming completely cashless by 

2021. This is one of the key themes of Vision 2021, the Emirate’s official social and economic 

development plan. The app is expected to go live in early-2020, with the National Bank of Fujairah (NBF) 

being one of the first banks to launch57. 

STC Pay 

Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) has a history of supporting electronic payment systems for 

over 30 years, although there are no specific regulations in KSA at present that govern e-payment 

systems or mobile wallets. In October 2018, Saudi Telecom Company (STC) launched its mobile wallet, 

STC Pay, upon gaining approval from SAMA. At the outset, the app enabled users to send, receive, 

spend and manage their money via a smartphone58. Four months after launch, the telecom operator 

expanded the app’s value offering by rolling out an international remittance service, allowing users to 

transfer money to any Western Union location across the world59. The service enabled STC to foray into 

an outward remittance market, valued at USD27.75bn. Furthermore, the initiative helped solidify the 

company’s position in a market that is gaining increasing attention from international players such as 

Apple Pay, Google Pay and Revolut. Enhancing the significance of STC Pay as a key player is their ability 

to push STC Pay into other markets in the region through its subsidiaries; as a part of an overall 

 
56 CC 2019 
57 https://arabiangazette.com/uae-go-cashless-emirates-digital-wallets-klip-app/ 
58 Clifford Chance – “Fintech in The Middle East: Developments across MENA” (January 2019) 
59 https://www.menabytes.com/stc-pay-international-remmitances/ 
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rebranding exercise, VIVA Bahrain, an STC subsidiary, rebranded their mobile wallet, VIVA Cash to STC 

Pay in December 2019. 60 

BenefitPay 

In Bahrain, the effort to push mobile payments has been driven by the Central Bank. In a partnership 

with the Benefit Company, a Bahraini provider of payment settlement services, CBB has recently 

launched the National Mobile Electronic Wallet (BenefitPay). The wallet allows customers to use their 

smartphones to make and receive payments without the use of credit/debit cards or cash. Sill at an 

early stage, the wallet is expected to be fully integrated with the overall retail payment infrastructure 

in Bahrain once implementation has been finalised.61 

While most innovations in the digital wallet space have been led by established institutions serving the 

mass market, there are also several small players providing solutions to niche or underserved markets. 

CASHU 

CASHU is a prepaid online and mobile payment method available in the Middle East and North Africa. 

The prepaid card and digital wallet enable users to pay for games, VoIP, IT services, music and software 

online. The ease of setting up and low registration requirements makes the payment method a popular 

alternative payment option among young Arabic consumers.  

The company was established in 2003 by Maktoob, an online services company founded in Amman 

most known for being the first Arabic/English email service provider. Upon acquisition by Yahoo! in 

November 2009, Maktoob transferred ownership of CASHU to Jabbar Internet Group. Today CASHU 

has established offices in Dubai, and Amman. 

Deem 

Deem is an Abu Dhabi-based personal and corporate finance service provider backed by Mubadala 

Investment Company, Fullerton Financial Holdings, Waha Capital and A.A.Al Moosa Enterprises LLC. The 

company, which is the end-result of a recent re-purposing of a shared asset, has loans and advances of 

over USD270 million (AED 1 Billion), in addition to deposits62. 

Their main service offering to consumers is Cash Up, a cashback credit card with different tiers of 

membership depending on the monthly income of the card holder. A key feature of the card is the 

reward system, enabling the consumer to gain discounts and cash-back on a range of transactions—

from gas and grocery stores to flights and luxury resorts. The Cash Up card also comes with a range of 

complimentary services and perks such as airport lounges and free valet parking. In addition to the Cash 

Up card, Deem also offers personal loans with low monthly installments. The company intends to 

engage with consumers mainly through their seamless digital platform, which promises a range of 

innovative solutions and best in class customer service. At the same time, Deem also plans to open 

retail stores.  

 
60 https://www.thefastmode.com/investments-and-expansions/16133-stc-launches-new-branding-in-saudi-arabia-kuwait-and-
bahrain 
61 CC2019 
62 https://www.zawya.com/mena/en/press-
releases/story/Deem_a_new_name_in_the_financial_services_sector_to_empower_customers_in_the_UAE_with_a_digitallyled_of
fering-ZAWYA20191110103545/ 
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Thawani 

Thawani was established in early-2016 as an innovative start-up providing card and mobile payment 

solutions to consumers and merchants. After linking their card to the mobile payment app, consumers 

can manage and monitor their spending and, most importantly, make retail payments by simply 

scanning the merchant QR code and verifying the payment using their fingerprint. The application also 

offers several additional services such as support for resolving disputes and handling refunds. For 

merchants who already accept credit and debit cards, Thawani offers the opportunity for merchants to 

send payment requests directly to the consumer through the Thawani app for a more seamless and 

efficient payment process.  

5.1.3 Financing & Lending - Consumer 
While most platforms that have emerged in MENA focus on enterprises, there are also examples of 

Fintech companies that bring financing solutions to individuals—often in line with regional traditions 

and standards.  

MoneyFellows 

One prominent example is MoneyFellows, an Egyptian-based start-up that applies technology to the 

MENA tradition of pooling money within communities. Using an informal lending app, customers can 

pool money with friends and family to form a funding circle by contributing a fixed amount of money 

every month. The members of the funding pool take turns to receive the available sum every month. 

The loans are interest free and thus Sharia compliant. MoneyFellows already boasts a 60% month-on 

month growth rate and over USD1 million in pre-series A funding. The company is currently planning 

another funding round with intentions to expand across the region.63 

 

Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

Tabby 

In Dubai, Tabby plans to address this issue by offering instant credit to consumers when shopping at 

online and offline retailers. The yet-to-launch start-up is founded by the online fashion retailer Namshi’s 

co-founder and former CEO Hosam Arab. In 2019 they raised USD2 million in their seed funding round, 

which was led by Global Founders Capital, a Berlin-based investment firm founded by the CEO of Rocket 

Internet, Oliver Samwer. Hong Kong-based Arbor Ventures and Dubai-based Wamda Capital also 

participated in the funding round. When launched, Tabby will allow consumers in the United Arab 

Emirates and Saudi Arabia to pay for their online and offline purchases in a deferred single payment or 

multiple instalments. The financing is provided through partner banks of Tabby. 

 
63 https://11fs.com/blog/a-perfect-fintech-storm-is-brewing-the-tale-of-the-middle-east 
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The company is currently in the process of integrating its technology with a number of large retail 

merchants in the region and plans to launch early-2020. The service will be available on checkout pages 

of eCommerce platforms as a method of payment along with other usual payment options such as 

credit cards and cash-on-delivery.64 

5.1.4 Conclusion 
The average consumer in MENA is highly digitized and tech savvy and thus ready to leapfrog into mobile 

banking. However, the absence of enabling regulation with respect to stored value facilities has limited 

opportunities to innovate. As a result, the current digital wallet and banking initiatives are 

predominantly led by governments and traditional banks. While instrumental to digitizing the 

economies, the solutions are mostly characterized by being reactive rather than disruptive.  

Hence, consumer Fintech can best be characterized as a platform play: the leading Fintechs in this space 

are comparison sites that are empowering consumers by creating visibility and ease of navigation in 

otherwise opaque and crowded financial service and insurance markets.  

As both consumers and the market are becoming more sophisticated, wealth management Fintechs 

and robo-advisors have started to emerge. In line with the existing culture of empowering consumers, 

these companies are seeking to help consumers gain knowledge and agency with regards to managing 

their finances as well as saving and investing. Some of these companies are doing so by reducing 

traditional entry barriers to capital markets, others are creating sharia compliant solutions tailored to 

the demands of the region’s consumers.  

Moreover, the industry is rapidly evolving and 2020 is expected to witness a transition from 

democratization to disruption: In March 2020, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority (SAMA) granted 

Careem, a UAE-based ride hailing company, and Noon, a UAE-based online marketplace, initial approval 

for their mobile wallets, Careem Pay and Noon Pay. Halalah, a digital payments platform, and Bayan 

Pay, a payments gateway technology provider, have already received full licenses from SAMA to 

operate their respective wallets, Banyan Wallet and Halalah.65    

5.2 Payment & Remittances 
Payment and Remittances Fintechs serve as the backbone of the Fintech ecosystem and are the most 

prominent sub-sector in the region. Of MENA Fintech startups, 84% operate in the payments, transfers, 

and remittances market66 and 45% of the deals in in 2019 were in this sub-sector.  

The MENA region is the world’s fastest-growing market for online payments and is expected to reach 

USD69 billion by 2020. In addition to the general drivers of this market – less reliance on brand 

awareness and low regulatory entry barriers – several MENA specific catalysts are paving the way for 

success. 

 
64 https://www.menabytes.com/tabby-seed/ 
65 https://www.menabytes.com/careem-noon-mobile-wallets-saudi/ 
66 DIFC 2018 report 
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Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

 

Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

In terms of remittances, a key factor is the large representation of expatriate workers. With an 

estimated USD101 billion in annual remittances, GCC accounts for 18% of the world’s remittances. 

Remittances from the UAE, where expats represent approximately 90% of the population, account for 

nearly 30% of these. The emirate is projected to reach USD28.7 billion in 201967. In the first half of 2019, 

UAE Central bank reported that expats had sent out USD22 billion. 41% of these were transfers made 

through money exchange companies and the remaining 59% were sent through banks68. India, Pakistan, 

and the Philippines were the top three receiving countries. Historically, the money transfer market has 

been monopolized by large international companies, with fees and rates notoriously high. The 

emergence of Fintech has enabled startups to bring disruptive and innovative solutions to the market.  

 

 
67 https://www.plugandplaytechcenter.com/resources/3-trends-reshaping-fintech-middle-east-and-north-africa-infographic/ 
68 https://gulfbusiness.com/revealed-top-10-nations-remittances-uae/ 
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Remittances  

Now Money 

A regional example is Now Money. Now Money uses mobile banking technology to bring accounts and 

remittance to the unbanked population of the Middle East. It provides a convenient and easy-to-use 

solution for those currently excluded from the financial system, bringing full access to the financial 

system, and – most importantly – significant savings on remittance. The UAE-based company has raised 

USD2.3 million and is backed by Women's Angel Investor Network, Myrisoph, Newid Capital and Accion 

Venture Lab69.  

Payment Service Providers 

For the payment market, the proliferation of eCommerce in the region has created a surge in demand 

for efficient and secure payment solutions suited to different local markets. The average transaction 

size of online purchases in UAE is USD144 compared to USD79 in mature markets and USD26 in 

emerging markets. Meanwhile most of the online shoppers in UAE and the rest of MENA still prefer 

cash-on-delivery (COD). This represents one of the biggest challenges faced by eCommerce in the 

region70. Since modes of payment and payment infrastructure vary vastly between countries, there are 

plenty of opportunities for startups to bring innovative solutions to the MENA market. Fawry and 

Network International were among the first players to enter the market by leveraging their presence in 

the physical POS space, putting them among the most well-established online payment providers in the 

region.  

HyperPay 

HyperPay is a leading payment gateway provider in MENA. Since it was established in 2010, the 

company has helped thousands of merchants in KSA, UAE, Jordan and Lebanon sell online by providing 

payment services. Through its off-the-shelf plugins, the company offers seamless integration with some 

of the leading eCommerce platforms, such as Magento and Woocommerce. As an extension to its 

services, HyperPay launched a new mobile app in May 2019. The app allows merchants to closely 

monitor all transactions throughout the day71. Furthermore, in July 2019, HyperPay signed a new 

agreement with STC Pay, enabling HyperPay to offer STC Pay as an accepted payment method to all 

their merchants in Saudi Arabia72.  

In December 2019, the company raised USD10 million in their Series A funding round, which was led by 

Saudi-based Mad’a Investment Company and joined by Saudi Venture Capital Company, iNet, and 

Middle East Venture Partners (MEVP). Investors from previous rounds exited. Part of the funds will be 

used to accelerate the company’s expansion across Egypt and the GCC. Moreover, the company plans 

to further develop its infrastructure in Saudi and widen its service offerings. The company is founded in 

Amman and headquartered Riyadh. It also has operations in Dubai. 

PayTabs 

PayTabs is a Saudi-based payment processing company which caters to small, medium, and large 

enterprises with different service offerings—from ‘plug and play’ to tailored solutions. The company 

also offers instant online stores and simple invoicing services for merchants and professionals. In order 

 
69 Crunchbase 
70 https://www.menabytes.com/tabby-seed/ 
71 http://saudigazette.com.sa/article/561299/BUSINESS/HyperPay-responds-to-merchant-needs-with-new-app 
72 https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/hyperpay-now-offers-stc-pay-to-all-their-merchants-in-saudi-arabia-
300891186.html 
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to maintain and gain market relevance the company has partnered with Payoneer, a global cross-border 

B2B digital payments provider73. Moreover, PayTabs announced it would be one of the principal 

founders of Bahrain Fintech Bay74. 

With USD20 million raised in August 2017 from undisclosed investors75, the company holds the record 

for the biggest round closed by a MENA Fintech. The company has dedicated offices in Saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain, UAE, India and the Philippines. 

PayFort 

Dubai-based PayFort provides debit, credit card, and online payment processing solutions for web 

shops and online merchants. The company was founded in 2013 and was part of an acquisition by 

Amazon in March 2017, making it quickly become one of the leading payment processing companies in 

the region.  

Similar to PayTabs, PayFort has also turned to the startup scene for innovation; at Wamda’s 2016 Mix 

N’ Mentor event in Cairo, the company launched its Fintech accelerator, Fintech Factory76. To be eligible 

for the accelerator, Fintech startups must be relevant to PayFort’s merchant base. In return, startups 

can receive up to USD100,000 during the first phase and the opportunity to raise funds through Fintech 

Factory’s investment partners at later stage. Payfort acquired White Payments, an online payments 

service launched in 2014 by Yazin Alirhayim, in June 2015.  

PayFort has recently signed a partnership with the Commercial International Bank (CIB) of Egypt to 

enable Meeza card holders to shop online and pay for goods and services from PayFort’s contracted 

stores. This agreement is notable since online shopping with a debit card is usually not allowed in Egypt. 

Payfort is a subsidiary of Souq, an online retail e-commerce website established in Dubai in 2005 and 

acquired by Amazon in March 2017. 

Telr 

Established in 2014, Telr is a Dubai-based payment gateway provider, providing payment processing 

solutions to a wide range of customers; from startups and SMEs to government bodies, large corporates 

and retail chains. Notable customers of Telr include Namshi, Careem, and Kcal as well as government 

and semi-government agencies. Telr enables businesses transact in over 120 currencies with payment 

platform capabilities in 30 languages. The company also offers its clients a suite of business 

management services including digital invoicing, anti-fraud security and real-time monitoring services, 

QR Codes, social commerce solutions, hosted pages, and entry-level fee packages for newly established 

startups. In a key step towards strengthening their online and mobile payments value offering, Telr 

announced its merger with Innovate Payments, a UAE-based payment gateway provider in September 

2014. Innovate Payments has been processing online transactions for UAE merchants since 2012 and 

is the first PCI DSS Level 1 Certified Gateway in the region.  

Telr raised a total of USD3 million in funding over two rounds, with the latest round raised in December 

201977.  

 
73 https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/cross-border-b2b-fintech-firm-payoneer-ties-up-with-
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77 http://bwdisrupt.businessworld.in/article/Payment-Gateway-Telr-Raises-3M-in-Series-B-Funding-from-Innovations-East-/17-05-
2017-118338/ 
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Paymob 

While the payment market is seemingly dominated by a handful of large players, new entrants are still 

entering the scene. For example, Paymob is a digital wallet infrastructure provider and payment 

acceptance platform. The company was founded in Cairo in 2013 a social ecommerce company. Upon 

experiencing the shortcomings of the digital payment infrastructure firsthand, the founders soon 

recognized the opportunity represented in the digital payments market: consumers were under banked 

and merchants had little to no digital payment capacity.  

The digital wallet infrastructure was implemented in Vodaphone Cash, the leading mobile wallet in 

Egypt in 2016. Since then, the company has introduced a range of wallet innovation to the Egyptian 

market. With more than 80% of the digital wallet transaction volume in Egypt, Paymob is now their 

leading digital wallet infrastructure provider. In 2019, Paymob undertook a new challenge: enhancing 

the digital infrastructure of merchants and retailers in Egypt. Through their newly developed Accept 

platform, businesses can accept payments offline and online through all payment methods available. 

The company has raised undisclosed funding from A15.  

PaySky 

In the UAE PaySky offers a broad range of payment solutions to financial institutions, merchants and 

consumers. The company was founded in 2017 and a part of the 2018 cohort of the DIFC Fintech Hive.  

POSRocket 

POSRocket is a Amman-based startup that helps merchants migrate from conventional cash register 

transactions to a cloud-based Point of Sale (POS) platform. Through its customisable interface, the 

company offers a suite of solutions that help small businesses manage operations and scale efficiently, 

such as inventory management, staffing systems, CRM and sales reports. POSRocket’s latest funding 

round was in July 2018, where the company raised USD1.5 million, bringing their total funding to 

USD2.2 million78. Backers include Algebra Ventures, Samih Toukan, KISP Ventures, Financial Horizon 

Group, Arzan VC, and Jabbar Internet Group. 

Alternative Payments 

Startups are also introducing new solutions to ensure that they capitalize on omni-channel 

opportunities to engage customers. 

Zbooni 

Founded in 2017 by Ramy Assaf and Ashraf Atia, Zbooni enables small businesses to accept credit card 

payments in-store or sell over Facebook Messenger, Instagram and even WhatsApp79 by offering price 

competitive payment acceptance solutions and app-based POS systems. The Dubai-based company has 

partnerships with e-payments providers Payfort and Stripe. In June 2019, the company raised USD1.1 

million from Chalhoub Group, a leading UAE-based luxury retailer and Lebanese VC B&Y Venture 

Partners.80 

Bridg 

 
78 Crunchbase 
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Other companies are bringing new innovations into the market by leveraging existing technology. Based 

in Dubai, Bridg is a smartphone payment platform. Bridg provides custom-built communications 

technology that allows smartphones to send and receive money via Bluetooth while offline.  

5.2.1 Conclusion 
Mirroring the trends of the global market, the payment subsector is the dominant subsector in MENA. 

This proliferation reflects the ease of access from a regulatory perspective, but also the vast range of 

opportunities represented by the large share of underserved SMEs and the emerging regional 

eCommerce industry. 

The existing payment gateway and solution providers have validated the market, and there is still ample 

room for growth. Driving this growth will be an increasing number of payment methods, cross-border 

transactions and increasing complexity of the market, which calls for innovations and collaborations 

across a multitude of verticals in the payment processing sphere. An example of the latter is Network 

International’s recent announcement to make WeChat Pay available to its merchant partners across 

the UAE. WeChat Pay is a mobile payment service embedded in WeChat, the popular Chinese social 

messaging service which counts over 1 billion users. As the world continues to converge towards 

globalization, these types of collaborations will become strategic imperative for Fintechs of any size.  

The region hosts some of the most expat dense countries in the world. This sets a promising precedence 

for the region’s emerging remittance sector. At present, there are no pure remittance Fintech 

companies in MENA. Meanwhile, the service offering is an integral part of the value offerings of a range 

of consumer Fintechs. 

5.3 Enterprise Fintech 

5.3.1 Business Finance & Operations 
Leading Business Finance & Operations Fintech Companies in MENA 
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Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

Much like in personal finance, the early entrants in the Fintech Operations & Finance market have 

generally been comparison websites that provide companies with more visibility into the market for 

financial services. 

 

Insure Tech  

Aqeed 

Most notable is Dubai-based Aqeed, which is the first player in the financial comparison space to focus 

fully on insurance. The company was launched in April 2018 upon raising USD18 million, making it one 

of the highest funded InsurTechs in the region, in their Series B round. Funds came from the 

shareholders behind Barents, an international Reinsurance group, and Equitrust, a company member 

of Choueiri Group, a leading media and advertising conglomerate in the region. The company has 

positioned themselves as end-to-end insurance-as-a-service technology platform built to power 

insurance businesses and help offline insurance brokers go digital.81 
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Bayzat 

Bayzat is an insurance comparison platform that helps users compare, buy, and manage their health 

insurance. While the platform is accessible to consumers and companies alike, Bayzat’s core expertise 

is helping HR personnel streamline the policy placement process, thereby reducing both costs and 

implementation time. 

The company also offers a suite of complementary HR solutions to ensure that all HR processes are 

centralized, accessible, and secure. Services include communicating benefit policies, payroll, and 

atomization of administrative tasks. 

The company is based in Dubai and founded in 2011 by Talal Bayaa. In October 2019, the company 

raised USD16 million from Mubadala Venture and Point72 in their Series B funding round, bringing the 

total amount of funds raised to USD28.6 million.82  

Banking as a Service (BaaS)  

Fincluziv  

Fincluziv is a Banking as a Service (BaaS) company aimed at helping bank and credit unions acquire new 

customers and improve their service offering to existing customers. Through the fully automated and 

digitized platform, a bank can facilitate salary and invoice advance requests from the employees and 

suppliers of their corporate clients. The company, founded by Bruno Gremez and Samir Kasmi, is part 

of the Startupbootcamp Fintech Dubai 2019 cohort.  

Monami Tech 

Monami Tech provide digital solutions that enable financial service companies and telecommunication 

companies to enhance their operational efficiency and the user experience of their digital service 

offerings. Their consumer-centric solutions include underlying infrastructure for bank account 

management, money transfers as well as submission and processing of loan applications. The company 

has raised a total of USD2.5 million since establishment in 2016. Their latest funding round, which was 

led by US-investor PGH Holdings, was their Series A in September 2018 during which the company 

raised USD1 million.   

Cloud Services  

Ajar 

Founded in 2016 by Shaheen Alkhudhari, Talal Alyaseen, and Ali Taqi, Ajar Online is a real-estate cloud 

service. By offering landlords, property managers, and real estate companies the ability to collect rent 

seamlessly through SMS and email, the Kuwait-based company is making a foray into the fragmented 

property rental payment market.  

 
82 Crunchbase 
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Flexxpay 

UAE-based FlexxPay enables employers to pay their employees ahead of their regular payday. Through 

the online platform, employees can retrieve earned salaries and commissions instantly. This enables 

workers who live from payday to payday to cover the cost contingencies without incurring any debt or 

compromising their well-being. In December 2019 the company raised USD1.5 million in a Seed round 

led by Wamda Capital. 

5.3.2 Financing & Lending – Business Solutions 
In the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, banks tightened their lending policies and traditional 

investors became more risk averse, creating a substantial credit gap worldwide. For SMEs in MENA, the 

credit gap is estimated to be USD260 billion83, and only one in five have access to bank loans or other 

forms of credit. SMEs represent 96% of registered companies in the region and about half of 

employment. However, in terms of total bank lending, SMEs account for only 7%, the lowest level in 

the world84. 

This shortage of available funds has paved the way for companies that offer alternative financing 

options.  

 

Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

 
83 https://www.crowdfundinsider.com/2015/02/62847-dubai-based-beehive-launches-invoice-finance-for-all-smes/ 
84 https://www.wamda.com/2019/07/crowdfunding-way-bridge-credit-gap 
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Although the crowdfunding and peer-to-peer lending uptake has been slow in the region, the regulating 

bodies are gradually providing more clarity by issuing regulatory guidance and, where needed, 

introducing new laws and policies. For example, in August 2017, DFSA issued a comprehensive set of 

rules that apply to all crowdfunding companies operating under a DIFC license. The rules require all 

crowdfunding operators to disclose detailed information about the platform as well as the investment 

opportunities proposed on the platform. 

Peer-to-Peer Lending 

Beehive 

Beehive, a peer-to-peer platform, was launched in November 2014 in the UAE, where 50% to 70% of 

SME funding applications are rejected from conventional banks and SME loans account for only 4% of 

outstanding bank credit85. As the region’s first peer-to-peer lending platform, Beehive has been an early 

success story in the Fintech space; private and sophisticated investors alike are considering the platform 

a viable investment option on par with other investment regional opportunities.  

Since launch, the company has expanded their offerings by introducing invoice financing to alleviate 

cashflow constraints for SMEs. Financing available ranges from USD27,000 (AED100,000) to 

USD136,000 (AED500,000) for up to 3 years86. The company has successfully facilitated funding of 

nearly USD100 million to more than 450 businesses and registered nearly 10,000 international retail 

and institutional investors87 

In March 2019, Beehive secured USD4 million in follow-on investment from a Saudi Arabia-based 

venture capital firm88, thereby bringing the total funds raised to USD15.5 million. The funds will be 

directed towards expanding the company’s footprint to GCC markets and beyond.  

Crowdfunding 

Eureeca 

Upon gaining regulatory approval by DFSA in November 2016, Eureeca launched the region’s first equity 

crowdfunding platform. So far, 37 early-stage start-ups and SMEs have successfully raised funds 

through this platform. Out of these, the majority, approximately 80%, of these companies have been 

MENA based. On the back of their great success, Eureeca has announced plans to expand operations 

to Saudi Arabia and Egypt.89 

Tribal Credit 

Tribal Credit, a San Francisco-based Fintech start-up, is trying to close the equity gap by launching a 

business credit card for start-ups in emerging markets. The yet-to-launch company will provide users 

with instant access to credit using an AI-driven approval process and blockchain technology. Other 

planned services include a suite of tools for spending control and management. The start-up is co-

founded by Egyptian entrepreneurs, Amr Shady and Mohamed Elkasstawi and has raised a total of 

USD8.2million in a series of seed rounds. The latest round announced in December 2019 and was led 

by Dubai-based BECO Capital and Global Ventures. Other investors include Endure Capital, 500 Start-

ups, Valve VC, AR Ventures, Off The Grid Ventures, Rising Tide Fund, RiseUp, and Tribe Capital90. 

 
85 https://www.beehive.ae/blog/fintech-startup-beehive-is-closing-the-gap-for-sme-finance-in-the-gcc/ 
86 https://www.crowdfundinsider.com/2015/02/62847-dubai-based-beehive-launches-invoice-finance-for-all-smes/ 
87 https://www.thenational.ae/business/technology/dubai-s-beehive-raises-4-million-in-new-funding-1.832999 
88 https://www.thenational.ae/business/technology/dubai-s-beehive-raises-4-million-in-new-funding-1.832999 
89 Company Website 
90 https://www.menabytes.com/tribal-credit-seed/ 
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Liwwa 

Based in Jordan, Liwwa connects small businesses in need of capital with people who want to invest in 

them. The company’s peer-to-peer lease-to-own model addresses the capital access and interest-free 

investor return opportunities. In May 2018, the company announced that since its inception it had 

facilitated over USD11 million in debt to small businesses across more than 300 loans.91 

Zoomaal 

Zoomaal is a reward-based crowdfunding platform dedicated to supporting creative and cultural 

projects as well as initiatives directed at making a social impact or resolving regional issues. Since they 

were established in 2013, the Beirut-based company has raised over USD3.2 million from 125,000 

investors across 274 projects. Zoomaal has raised a total of USD330,000 in funding. 

5.3.3 Conclusion 
Much like the consumer Fintech space, the MENA B2B Fintech revolve around platform solutions in the 

form of either aggregation sites or alternative financing platforms. Cloud and software services have 

started to emerge, bringing internationally tried-and-tested solutions to the market as well as 

innovations tailored to the demands of the local market. 

5.4 Blockchain, Distributed Ledger Technology and Crypto Currency 

5.4.1 Blockchain and Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT)  
Across the region, government agencies and subsidiaries alike are keen to explore the opportunities 

represented by blockchain technologies:  

• In February 2018 in KSA, SAMA announced an agreement with Ripple, a US-based technology 

company, to establish a blockchain platform aimed at settling payments between banks in 

Saudi Arabia. The initiative is currently in pilot stage.  

• Upon the launch of their Emirates Blockchain Strategy 2021 in April 2018, the UAE Government 

announced their goal to transition 50% of government transactions onto the blockchain 

platform by 2021. 

• In April 2018, the Omani government announced a blockchain collaboration initiative with the 

Oman Banks Association through a government-owned entity called Blockchain Solutions & 

Services. At the same time, Egypt launched its first blockchain-focused incubator, opened in 

collaboration with the Egyptian firms BM, Novelari and ZK Capital.92 

• In October 2018, STC announced the launch of blockchain onto its STC cloud service, enabling 

users to build private blockchains and experiment with coding on the blockchain in a test 

environment without the need for any infrastructure investment. 

Private blockchain solutions have also started emerging. A recent example is Securrency, a blockchain-

based financial platform that offers asset trading, payment gateways and security frameworks. The 

company is headquartered in Washington DC, but recently opened an office in Hub71, the Abu Dhabi 

Global Market accelerator. 

In January 2020, the company raised USD17.65 million in their Series A funding round. WisdomTree 

Investments led the round as a strategic investor. Other participants in the round include the Abu Dhabi 

Investment Office through its Ventures Fund, Japanese financial services giant, Monex Group and 

 
91https://www.zawya.com/mena/en/press-

releases/story/Facilitating_small_business_growth_liwwa_lends_over_11_million_to_SMEs-ZAWYA20180515074851/ 
92 Clifford Chance – Fintech in The Middle East, January 2019 
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venture capital firms RRE Ventures, Strawberry Creek Ventures, and Panthera Capital Investments, a 

venture arm of Fujairah Holding.93 

5.4.2 Cryptocurrency 
Contrary to Blockchain, cryptocurrencies have been met by authorities with a great deal of 

apprehension. In addition to general concerns around Anti-Money Laundering (AML), Combatting the 

Financing of Terrorism (CFT), and consumer protection shared by regulators globally, MENA regulators 

are considering whether certain crypto assets are too speculative or uncertain, and thus contrary to 

applicable Sharia laws. Adding to the regulatory unease is the potential use of cryptocurrencies to evade 

economic sanctions.  

• Dubai Financial Service Authority (DFSA) issued a warning statement to investors in September 

2017 that cryptocurrency investments should be treated as high risk. The DFSA clarified that it 

does not regulate Initial Coin Offerings (ICO), which is the cryptocurrency industry's equivalent 

of an Initial Public Offering.  It also said that it would not currently license firms undertaking 

such activities. However, interest from firms engaging in cryptocurrency business to become 

licensed in the financial free zones remains high. As a result, DFSA is reportedly conducting 

internal consultations and considering a potential licensing regime. The reform may cover ICOs 

as part of a broader move towards licensing cryptocurrencies as a form of investment. 

• In August 2018, the Standing Committee for Awareness on Dealing with Unauthorised 

Securities Activities in the Foreign Exchange Market, which is headed by SAMA among others, 

issued a statement warning citizen that cryptocurrencies were not official currencies in the 

Kingdom and were unregulated. Further guidance on this statement has yet to be provided by 

the Saudi authorities.  

• In February 2014, the Central Bank of Jordan (CBJ) issued a circular prohibiting the dealing of 

cryptocurrencies, specifically emphasizing Bitcoin. In early 2019, CBJ reiterated their position 

by issuing a new circular, in which Ripple and Ethereum are also highlighted. The circular 

prohibits any form of dealing or investment, be it direct or indirect. 

• The Egyptian Grand Mufti has stated Bitcoin is forbidden under the principles of Islam. In his 

statement, the Mufti contended that cryptocurrencies are not under the scrutiny of a 

centralized or specific authority. He also compared crypto to gambling, noting that it can harm 

entities as well as individuals. 

• In November 2017, the Moroccan Exchange Office issued a press release indicating that dealing 

in cryptocurrencies constituted a breach of applicable exchange regulations and would 

therefore be subject to fines and penalties. 

Despite strong initial stances against cryptocurrencies, recent developments indicate that the tide may 

be turning. The Government of Dubai announced plans to create emCash, a cryptocurrency to be 

pegged to the Dirham, designed to enable customers to pay for governmental and nongovernmental 

services fast and efficiently. 

Regulators are also warming up to crypto currency exchanges. Despite having warned against ICOs and 

trading cryptocurrencies, the UAE Securities and Commodities Authority (SCA) circulated draft 

regulations for crypto assets in October 2019, inviting stakeholders in the crypto industry — including 

investors, exchanges, brokers, financial analysts, researchers and the media – to provide feedback. 

Proposals will be taken into consideration for the final regulation, which is expected to be published 

 
93 https://www.finextra.com/pressarticle/81056/blockchain-startup-securrency-raises-1765-million-series-a 
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early 2020. At the announcement, the SCA also stated its intention to collaborate with Abu Dhabi 

Securities Exchange and Dubai Financial Market to develop a platform for ICO token trading94.  

Most notably are the steps taken by Abu Dhabi Global Markets (ADGM). In June 2018, ADGM launched 

a fully operational and regulated crypto-asset framework and regime. Throughout 2019, the Financial 

Services Regulatory Authority (FSRA) of ADGM has been granting In-Principle-Approval (IPA) to newly 

as well as well-established crypto companies.  

Blockchain, DLT & Crypto Fintech Companies in MENA 

 

 

Source: Crunchbase, Company Information, Internal Research 

BitOasis 

An example of this is BitOasis, which was granted preliminary license to operate as a digital wallet and 

trading platform in the region in April 2019. Dubai-based and founded in January 2015, BitOasis is one 

of the region’s first crypto wallet and exchanges. Tailored to the MENA market, the platform offers 
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trading in over 10 crypto currencies and crypto currency pairs. According to the company, the platform 

has facilitated USD 1.6 billion in trades between mid-2017 and mid-2019, making it one of the largest 

in the region.  

The company was initially registered in the Dubai Silicon Oasis, a financial freezone, and thus not 

regulated under either of the main Fintech regulatory authorities. Meanwhile, upon being granted 

preliminary license from ADGM, the company also announced plans to obtain a full license once certain 

operational and technical requirements are satisfied. To comply with these requirements, BitOasis 

delisted two cryptocurrencies – ZEC (Zcash) and XMR (Monero) – on the platform.  

BitOasis has raised an undisclosed amount of funding over three rounds, the latest in January 2018. 

Investors include Pantera Capital, KBBO, Jabbar Internet Group, Wamda Capital and Digital Currency 

Group95. 

In addition to granting BitOasis a preliminary license, FSRA has also extended preliminary approvals to 

five other crypto exchanges: 

• Matrix Exchange: The Abu-Dhabi-based crypto exchange received in-principle approval (IPA) 

from FSRA to operate as a crypto asset exchange and custodian in ADGM in July 2019. Matrix 

Exchange is backed by Digital Finance Group (DFG), which operates investments in both 

primary and secondary markets. 

• Digital Assets Exchange (DAEX): This company, which expects to launch in the first quarter of 

2020, plans to serve both private and institutional investors.  

• Arabian Bourse: The Abu-Dhabi-based joint venture between GMEX Group, Arshad Khan and 

HBK-GoChain received initial approval in June 2019. The company is believed to have raised an 

eight-figure investment sum in their venture series.  

• Havyn: The Abu-Dhabi based crypto custodian was granted In-Principle Approval (IPA) to 

operate as a crypto asset exchange in July 2019.  Havyn has raised USD5 million in capital to 

fuel its growth and plans to position itself as a leading custodian among global institutional 

investors96.  

• Midchains: This company received investment in the form of an equity share from MIH Miami 

International Holdings and MIAX exchange group. The company also received investment from 

Mubadala Investment Company in Abu Dhabi, which is one of the first instances where 

Mubadala has invested directly into a digital asset company in the Middle East.97 

These crypto exchanges are currently in pilot stage, joining BitOasis in the bid to become fully licensed98.  

Stellar 

These companies are looking to obtain a full crypto exchange license under a dedicated crypto currency 

framework. In the meantime, Bahrain has already extended crypto licenses under a dedicated Sharia 

board. For example, in August 2018, Stellar, the developers of Stellar Lumens (XLM) – the 7th largest 

cryptocurrency with a market capitalization of USD4.3 billion99 – received a Sharia compliance 

certificate as the first distributed ledger protocol globally. The certification covers Lumens as well as 

Stellar’s blockchain. Furthermore, cryptocurrency exchange Rain Exchange has become the Middle 

 
95 Crunchbase 
96 https://www.unlock-bc.com/news/2019-09-10/hayvn-launches-capital-raise 
97 https://www.thenational.ae/business/technology/mubadala-ventures-invests-in-abu-dhabi-crypto-exchange-1.893246 
98 https://www.ameinfo.com/industry/Crypto/2020-the-year-of-crypto-asset-exchange-launches-in-mena 
99 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-islamic-finance-cryptocurrencies/cryptocurrency-firm-stellar-gets-islamic-finance-
certification-idUSKBN1K71RC 
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East's first exchange to receive a full regulatory license. Following a two-year regulatory sandbox 

process, the company graduated to become certified as a Sharia compliant crypto exchange in February 

2019. The company launched their operations soon after in April. The company is also the first project 

and graduate under the Central Bank of Bahrain's (CBB) sandbox program100.  

Rain 

In July 2019, Rain closed its USD2.5 million seed round co-led by BitMEX Ventures, the investment arm 

of the BitMEX (a cryptocurrency derivatives trading platform), and Kuwait-based cryptocurrency fund, 

Blockwater. Other regional investors include Vision Ventures, 500 Startups (MENA), and Taibah 

Valley101. 

In January 2020, Burency exchange, announced plans to follow suit by seeking registration in the 

Kingdom of Bahrain as a milestone in their international expansion plan102. 

YallaBit 

Founded in Kuwait in 2017, YallaBit is a cryptocurrency broker that allows users to instantly buy and sell 

the leading cryptocurrencies, bitcoin (BTC), Ripple (XRP), Ethereum (ETH), Litecoin (LTC) and bitcoin 

cash (BCH). YallaBit has raised a total of USD760,000 in funding from undisclosed investors over three 

rounds. Their latest funding was raised in February 2019 from an Angel round of USD265,000. 

Lastly, international cryptocurrency exchanges are also making a foray into the market by enabling 

traders in MENA to buy and sell crypto currencies on their platforms103,104.  

• Bitbns, an India-based cryptocurrency exchange, announced that traders in the UAE would be 

able to buy and sell crypto on their platform using AED 

• Emirex Crypto, an EU licensed and regulated assets exchange, has optimised its platform for 

UAE users 

• Bitex, a crypto exchange licensed in the Dubai Mercantile Commodities Centre (DMCC) 

announced operations 

• Huobi opened offices in UAE through an OTC license within DMCC while it is working to receive 

a license from ADGM and Bahrain. 

• South Korean Bithumb expanded into the MENA region through UAE. Bithumb is also seeking 

ADGM regulatory approval to launch its regulated crypto exchange.  

• Kraken a US based crypto exchange founded in 2011 indicated their intention expand into the 

region in April 2019, announcing plans to open in UAE. 

5.5 Supporting Industries 
A side product of monetary digitization is data production and dissemination which, as seen in other 

industries, is not only evolving as a key competitive advantage, but also likely to become a commodity 

in and of itself. In addition to representing an opportunity, the mass generation and exchange of data 

in the Fintech system also imposes a significant cyber security and privacy risk to consumers, 

businesses, and financial institutions. This in turn, paves the way for Regulatory Technology, also 

referred to as Regtech.  

 
100 https://www.internationalinvestment.net/news/4003395/bahrain-crypto-exchange-rain-secure-licence-middle-east 
101 https://www.menabytes.com/rain-seed/ 
102 https://www.unlock-bc.com/news/2020-01-08/burency-exchange-seeks-to-register-its-crypto-exchange-in-bahrain 
103 https://dictoms.com/abu-dhabi-global-markets-adgm-is-set-to-become-a-global-crypto-asset-hub/ 
104 https://www.ameinfo.com/industry/Crypto/2020-the-year-of-crypto-asset-exchange-launches-in-mena 
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Regtech, which refers to the usage of information technology to enhance regulatory processes, sits at 

the intercept between Fintech and Regulation. As financial systems grow in size and complexity, the 

resources needed to ensure regulatory compliance increases exponentially. This often represents a 

considerable obstacle for companies of any size. Using AI and machine learning, Regtech can ensure 

that a Fintech complies with not only cyber security regulation, but also a multitude of requirements 

such as KYC rules, anti-money-laundering (AML) regulation, and fraud protection standards. 

Although this market is still a nascent, niche segment within the MENA Fintech space, governments 

across the region are pushing for greater use of technology to enhance regulatory processes, create 

transparency, and focus on the prevention of money laundering and other financial crimes. The Abu 

Dhabi Global Market (ADGM) for example, announced the launch of an electronic KYC platform in 

February 2018, intended to increase KYC efficiency for all participating financial institutions in the 

region105. The platform will be developed in collaboration with a consortium of leading UAE financial 

institutions. 

6 Looking Forward 
As of March 2020, there are over 310 Fintech companies in the region. Some have brought tried-and-

tested solutions to the region; others have introduced innovations tailored to the MENA market. 

Consumers and businesses have long been ready to see disruption in the financial services industry and 

are thus highly receptive to Fintechs. International benchmarks and regional success stories in the tech 

space such as Careem and Souq have left investors with an appetite for MENA Fintech investments. 

Most importantly, however, is the commitment of governments and their respective regulatory bodies 

to promote the industry in order to diversify their economies and increase financial inclusivity. 

Measures taken include creating more transparency and coherency in the regulatory framework and 

launching regulatory sandboxes—innovation conducive environments with lenient regulation, where 

start-ups and international companies can gain proof of concept. 

From a regulatory perspective, Fintech companies have a firm foundation for growth within their 

respective jurisdictions. Meanwhile a Fintech system cannot exist in vacuum and thus, as the region 

enters next stage of the Fintech evolution, the need for synergies becomes crucial. Lowering regulatory 

entry barriers through passporting and streamlined regulation is key to encouraging cross-border 

innovation, collaboration, and competition within MENA.  

Regional regulators have taken the first steps towards greater harmonization by signing memorandums 

of understanding (MOUs) with other regulators. Often referred to as Fintech bridges, these MoUs are 

agreements between two or more regulatory authorities, often containing information sharing best 

practices regarding the regulation and oversight of Fintech, and commitments to support Fintechs 

seeking to extend their operations to external markets. ADGM has been particularly proactive in this 

regard by signing MoUs with the Monetary Authority of Singapore and the Bahrain Economic 

Development Board, as well as announcing plans to launch a global sandbox in collaboration with the 

UK Financial Conduct Authority. Moreover, ADGM is the first non-ASEAN based regulator to join forces 

with the ASEAN Financial Innovation Network in its launch of an API Exchange, an online global Fintech 

marketplace and sandbox platform for financial institutions. Another type of bridge created by UAE 

authorities is the establishment by the financial free zones of representative offices in other countries. 

 
105 Clifford Chance  
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One the consumer Fintech side, favorable demographics and lack of financial inclusivity has made the 

market ripe for disruption. Outside the GCC, where a large share of the population is still unbanked, the 

rise of digital banking is driven by the need for financial inclusion. Smartphone penetration and 

increased mobile internet connectivity has created an opportunity for consumers to develop financial 

acumen and leapfrog into mobile banking. Within the GCC, where financial inclusion is high, the 

demand is driven by the consumer demand for smarter banking solutions than what are currently 

available in the market.  

So far, digital banking initiatives have been led by governments or big incumbents. While these 

institutions have the resources and platforms to provide solutions to the masses, they often lack the 

agility and insight to serve young, tech savvy consumers, who want services that are not only relevant 

and reliable, but also engaging. Dominating this market will be the challengers that are able to capitalize 

on this inflection point, where consumers are ready to adopt digital solutions, but not yet tied to a 

single provider by loyalty. 

Drawing from the trends of global consumer Fintech, this market is expected to revolve around 

differentiation and niche creation. Online brand building will be key, as 53% of consumers between the 

ages of 18 to 34 use social media and other online channels to vet a financial service or insurance 

provider.106 

Equally important to the fintech industry are companies that seek to improve the financial literacy of 

consumers by bettering their understanding of the financial service industry as well as the services 

being offered. Moreover, consumer Fintech is expected to experience a rise in platforms that 

encourage consumers to take responsibility for their wealth planning by facilitating saving and 

investments. 

One the B2B side, the proliferation of eCommerce will continue to drive service offerings. Due to factors 

such as consumer sentiment, the nascency of eCommerce in MENA, and the great variation in payment 

methods available in the respective countries, the level of cross-border eCommerce is still relatively 

low. With cross-border payment systems, Fintech has the potential to reduce at least one barrier to 

eCommerce trade within the region.  

While the proof of concept has been demonstrated by a few early entrants, the full potential of 

crowdfunding and peer-to-peer lending platforms has yet to be realized due to regulations, and in some 

cases the absence of regulations. As these alternative forms of investment forms are increasingly 

acknowledged as viable investment options, and the SME credit gap persists, implementation of 

crowdfunding specific regulation is only a matter of time.  

Another vertical which has yet to mature is cryptocurrency. Despite strong initial stances, governments 

are slowly changing their attitudes toward cryptocurrencies, crypto assets, and crypto asset exchanges 

by allowing them to enter sandbox environments and even providing funding.  

On the operations side, there is still ample room for Fintech disruption through cloud solutions such as 

e-invoicing, cash flow management, financial reporting, payroll, and accounting software. Moreover, as 

the industry becomes more complex from a regulatory point of view, the demand for Regtech that can 

undertake compliance activities fast and efficiently is expected to rise.  

Overall, the Fintech industry in MENA is still nascent and there is ample room for growth across all 

market segments; although each market still has individual challenges that need to be addressed.  

 
106 https://www.khaleejtimes.com/technology/how-fintech-will-change-the-region 
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As the industry converges towards globalization, international players will start making a foray into the 

market alongside global tech companies such as Amazon, Google, Grab and Facebook that are already 

present.  As a result, Fintech will get increasingly interconnected and competitive.  

The champions of the MENA Fintech industry will be the companies who are able to not only reap the 

market opportunities as they unfold, but also differentiate and, more importantly, remain relevant, 

through strategic partnerships with regional as well as international players.  
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