
Innovations in agriculture technology can help MENA countries boost food security
and improve resilience in food supply chains. 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE are making important investments in agritech’s future in the
region, funding “smart farms” that grow and irrigate crops in harsh conditions. 
As agritech takes off in some MENA countries, others lack the robust data collection
and access to financing that many modern agriculture projects require. 

Key Takeaways

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries are increasingly using agriculture
technology to address food security challenges. Pre-existing pressures, such as water
scarcity, lack of agricultural land, population growth,  political instability, and regional
conflict have been further exacerbated by global challenges, with the war in Ukraine, the
fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic, and global inflation all contributing to soaring food
costs. Innovations in “agritech” can help transform the region into one with greater food
system resilience and more sustainable water usage. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) are spearheading the sector’s regional development, making sizable
investments in ventures that leverage big data and innovative farming techniques to help
reduce reliance on food imports. Improvements in digital infrastructure and access to
finance can help the region take advantage of agritech while encouraging intra-regional
investment.



As most of the world grapples with pressing food security challenges, the MENA region
faces a unique situation. Taken as a whole, the region has the lowest level of food self-
sufficiency, is the world’s largest food importer and boasts the biggest water deficit. Syria
and Yemen ranked in the bottom three countries globally in the 2022 Global Food Security
Index (GFSI). Excluding Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, year-over-year trends
in the region through 2020 show a worsening trajectory. 

Source: World Bank

Regional countries are thus in an increasingly difficult position as a global recession looms
and as climate change exacerbates local challenges. This has helped lead to a push to
reduce high reliance on imports and food subsidization, particularly in the capital-rich
GCC, where an average of 90% of food products are imported. Imports and subsidies
could be reduced by strengthening trade links and supply chains, and encouraging local
agricultural production. However, producing more food locally would be costly due to
limited access to water—some 85% of fresh water in the region is already used for
agriculture. For this reason, policymakers are increasingly looking toward agritech to
address food insecurity.



Agritech takes off in MENA, led by Saudi and UAE

The agritech sector focuses on developing technologies to boost agricultural productivity. This
includes developing new seeds and fertilizers, using artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics to
increase crop yields, and using drones to monitor and manage crops. Major advancements in
AI and greatly expanded computing capacity have laid the groundwork for agritech to help
ensure resilient food systems. Agritech companies have seen substantial growth globally and
have begun to take hold in the MENA region. The volume of agritech investments in the MENA
region saw a compound annual growth rate of 122% between 2018 and 2021, with funding in
the sector rapidly increasing since 2020. The sector is set to continue to grow steadily, with
aggregated funding across the MENA region having jumped to $250 million in 2022 from $97
million in 2021. While agritech venture capital in MENA is still relatively small compared with
other regions, investments in the region as a share of global agritech investments increased to
4% in 2022 from 1% in 2021.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which have made improving food security a core tenant of their
national food security strategies, lead the development of agritech in the region. In Riyadh, the
government uses a mix of private and public partnerships to invest in agritech innovations, in
line with the Kingdom’s Vision 2030 plan. For instance, Wa’ed, the venture capital arm of Saudi
Aramco, invested $18.5 million in Saudi agritech startup Red Sea Farms, which uses
technology to grow produce in harsh, water-scarce environments. Additionally, Natufia Labs,
which developed the world’s first “smart” indoor garden, relocated to Saudi Arabia from
Estonia in 2021, citing the Kingdom’s focus on science and technology and its desire to invest
in innovative technologies.

In the UAE, the government is making significant investments in agritech companies as it
looks to reduce imports through vertical farming, hydroponics, and patented technology that
helps track harvests. The Abu Dhabi Investment Office (ADIO) set up a $200 million fund to
invest in a range of early-stage companies over the coming years, with a large increase in
investment in 2022. 

Agritech companies have adapted to the needs of individual nations, seeing growth across the
region. In Egypt, companies are using the ubiquity of smartphones to aid farmers, launching
apps that provide a variety of agriculture services. For example, some apps enable direct
access to microfinance and aid to puchase agriculture products, while others connect farmers
with storage facilities to help aggregate crop storage and reduce costs. This more low-tech
approach is finding success across the region. 



Challenges and Opportunities

The agritech sector still faces barriers to access. For many MENA countries, these include
insufficient access to digital technology and data, a lack of financial resources and supporting
infrastructure, and few policies that promote agritech innovation. There has been significant
technological progress in recent decades, though many countries still lag behind. For instance,
the UAE and Kuwait have higher access to digital technology than countries such as Yemen
and Lebanon, thereby inhibiting equitable and widespread innovation. Over time,
humanitarian aid and FDI can help reduce the gap. For example, Saudi Arabia has been a key
supporter of the United Nations’ International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD),
having contributed over two-thirds of its total development assistance from MENA countries.

Agritech companies also rely on data for success. Data, such as information generated
throughout supply chains, can help drive data-backed strategies for efficient crop growth,
allowing farmers to maximize their resource usage. For agritech startups to be successful,
governments need to invest in data collection and sharing, and develop policies that ensure
data privacy and security while allowing for its commercial use. However, agricultural data is
often not available in the MENA region, either because it is not collected in a systematic way,
or due to restrictions—often government regulation—and security concerns. 

Finally, access to financing is a major barrier to agritech development. Many of the region’s
startups are small and lack the financial resources to fund their own research and
development. Additionally, many startups are not yet profitable and need funding to scale up
their operations. Regional governments can play an important role in providing financial
resources to these startups, either by enacting policy changes to support startups or through
direct grants and investments. 

The innovative agriculture approaches taking place across the region, while still in a nascent
stage, have paved the way for major advances in ensuring food security. Agritech has already
helped reduce imports and enable more sustainable water usage. This important sector can
steadily reach fruition so long as governments continue to invest in technology, enact policies
that support innovation, and encourage collaboration between regional countries across the
income scale. Technology may not be the sole answer to food insecurity, but as part of a
comprehensive blueprint it can be a key contributor to more resilient food systems.



AlMezaini, K., 2021. Humanitarian Foreign Aid of Gulf States. Konrad Adenauer Stiftung Policy Report No. 20.
Available Online:
https://www.kas.de/documents/286298/8668222/Policy+Report+No+20+Foreign+Aid+and+Gulf+Countri
es.pdf/b56652f2-7c29-1358-e58a-ab72f0f35ee8
Arab News, 2022. Saudi Arabia is a hotspot for investment, says Investcorp’s Hazem Ben-Gacem. Available
Online: https://www.arabnews.com/node/2236261/business-economy
Bickerton, P., 2022. 6 Stunning Startups to Cool your Climate Anxiety & Ensure Food Security in MENA.
Thought for Food. Available Online: https://thoughtforfood.org/content-hub/6-stunning-startups-to-cool-
your-climate-anxiety-ensure-food-security-in-mena/
Bin Salem, S., Jagadeesan, P., 2022. Food supply chain in pandemic, geopolitical and climate change era –
Efforts of United Arab Emirates (UAE). Food Supply Chain. 
Dutt Dchuna, S., 2022. The Middle East has a food security problem. Can agritech solve it? Fast Company
Middle East. Available Online: https://www.fastcompanyme.com/impact/the-middle-east-has-a-food-
security-problem-can-agritech-solve-it/
Efron, S., Fromm, C., Gelfeld, B., Nataraj, S., Sova, C., 2018. Food Security in the Gulf Cooperation Council.
Rand Corporation. Available at:
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/external_publications/EP60000/EP67748/RAND_EP67748.p
df
Egypt Today, 2022. What has Egypt done to place food security in heart of 2030 Vision? Egypt Today, the
Magazine of Egypt. Available Online: https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/115160/What-has-Egypt-done-
to-place-food-security-in-heart
Faridi, M.R., Sulphey, M.M., 2019. Food security as a prelude to sustainability: a case study in the agricultural
sector, its impacts on the Al Kharj community in The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Journal of Entrepreneurship
and Sustainability Issues. 
Fernandez, K., 2021. How the UAE is innovating to feed its population. Gulf News Special Feature. Available
Online: https://gulfnews.com/gn-focus/how-the-uae-is-innovating-to-feed-its-population-1.1638262966557
Global Food Security Index, 2022. Exploring challenges and developing solutions for food security across 113
countries. The Economist Intelligence Unit. Available Online:
https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/project/food-security-index
Haider, N., 2022. AgriTech: Spreading its Roots in MENA. Magnitt. Available Online:
https://magnitt.com/news/mena-agritech-most-funded-startups-2018-2022-ytd-53725
Hassanein, D., 2020. The future of agritech in Mena. Wamda. Available Online:
https://www.wamda.com/2020/11/future-agritech-mena-panel-overview
Hwalla, N., El Labban, S., Bahn, R., 2016. Nutrition security is an integral component of food security. 
ITU, 2021. ‘ICT Development Index (IDI)’. International Telecommunication Union.
IFAD, 2022. Saudi Arabia. United Nations International Fund for Agricultural Development. Available Online:
https://www.ifad.org/en/w/member/saudi-arabia
Javaid, M., Haleem, A., Singh, R.P., Suman, R., 2022a. Enhancing smart farming through the applications of
Agriculture 4.0 technologies. International Journal of Intelligent Networks, vol 3, pp. 150-164. 
Javaid, M., Jaleem, A., Khan, I.H., Suman, R., 2022b. Understanding the potential applications of Artificial
Intelligence in Agriculture Sector. Advanced Agrochem. Available Online:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S277323712200020X
Karadsheh, A., 2022. High oil prices ignite GCC investment across MENA region in 2022. Arab News.
Available Online: https://www.arabnews.com/node/2102141
Katkhuda, N., 2020. Food Security in the Middle East. Agriculture, Food, Middle East, Sustainable
Development.

References

https://www.arabnews.com/node/2236261/business-economy
https://thoughtforfood.org/content-hub/6-stunning-startups-to-cool-your-climate-anxiety-ensure-food-security-in-mena/
https://www.fastcompanyme.com/impact/the-middle-east-has-a-food-security-problem-can-agritech-solve-it/
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/115160/What-has-Egypt-done-to-place-food-security-in-heart
https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/project/food-security-index
https://magnitt.com/news/mena-agritech-most-funded-startups-2018-2022-ytd-53725
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S277323712200020X


Copyright © 2023 Think Research and Advisory.

Think Research & Advisory is a MENA-based firm providing independent research and strategic advisory to support decision-makers in
navigating a complex global landscape. Our strong suite of services provides unique insights, analysis, and evidence-based views in the
areas of energy, geopolitics, macroeconomics, and media. 

As part of our services, we leverage our dynamic team of experts, well versed in our thematic areas of focus, to deliver bespoke and
targeted strategic advisory on the most pressing challenges facing global and regional leaders. Think's actionable data, distinctive
perspectives and insights, and agile advisory services make us an indispensable ally in strategically approaching problem-solving and
decision-making. 

Think Research & Advisory is born out of SRMG. 

Lee, S.H., Mohtar, R.H., Yoo, S.H., 2019. Assessment of food trade impacts on water, food, and land security in
the MENA region. Hydrol. Earth Syst. Sci., 23, 557–572. Available Online:
https://hess.copernicus.org/articles/23/557/2019/Leiva, 2022. Venture capital investment in agritech sector
set to drop after boom in 2021. Investment Monitor. Available Online:
https://www.investmentmonitor.ai/sectors/agribusiness/agritech-investment-venture-capital-2021/
Manikas, I., Sundarakani, B., Anastasiadis, F., Ali, B., 2022. A Framework for Food Security via Resilient Agri-
Food Supply Chains: The Case of UAE. Sustainability, 14, 6375.
McDonnell, T., 2022. Tech startups are scrambling to save Egypt's farmers from climate change. Quartz
Magazine. Available Online: https://qz.com/tech-startups-are-scrambling-to-save-egypts-farmers-fro-
1849561881
Ramadan, R., 2019. How to Protect the Poor Food Insecure in the MENA region? Proceedings of Middle East
Economic Association. 
Spanaki, K., Sivarajah, U., Fakhimi, M., Despoudi, S., Irani, Z., 2022. Disruptive technologies in agricultural
operations a systematic review of AI-driven AgriTech research.
Tanchum, M., 2022. The Russia-Ukraine War has Turned Egypt's Food Crisis into an Existential Threat to the
Economy. MEI@75. Available Online: https://www.mei.edu/publications/russia-ukraine-war-has-turned-
egypts-food-crisis-existential-threat-economy
Wamda, 2019. Jordan Introduces its first Agritech Accelerator HASSAD. Available Online:
https://www.wamda.com/2019/05/jordan-introduced-1st-agritech-accelerator-hassad
World Bank, 2017. Chart: Globally, 70% of Freshwater is Used for Agriculture. World Bank. Available Online:
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/chart-globally-70-freshwater-used-agriculture
Wright, P. (2020). 5 technologies driving agritech innovation. Available Online:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulwright1/2020/06/07/5-technologies-driving-agritech-innovation/?
sh=f37cc1b62a8a
Wright, S. (2020). Agritech businesses and their potential for sustainable agriculture and food security.
Agribusiness, 36(2), 8-19. 
Yahya, M., 2020. Lebanon: Not Expecting Gulf Aid to Come Back. Carnegie Middle East Center. Available
Online: https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/06/09/lebanon-not-expecting-gulf-aid-to-come-back-pub-82009

https://hess.copernicus.org/articles/23/557/2019/
https://qz.com/tech-startups-are-scrambling-to-save-egypts-farmers-fro-1849561881
https://www.mei.edu/publications/russia-ukraine-war-has-turned-egypts-food-crisis-existential-threat-economy

