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Summary

The Doha entrepreneurial ecosystem
has experienced significant growth
over the past decade, aiming to foster
innovation and entrepreneurship as
part of Qatar’s efforts to diversify its
economy beyond its reliance on
hydrocarbons.  Various support
agencies, including incubators,
venture  capital  firms, and
government bodies, have become
increasingly active in this ecosystem.
However, several challenges remain
to be addressed in order to further
enhance the ecosystem, such as
simplifying the company registration
process, facilitating the opening of
bank accounts under free zone
regulations, finding passionate local
co-founders, and providing tailored
training and support specifically
designed for entrepreneurs.

Additionally, coordinated efforts and
collaboration among local support
agencies and regional ecosystems
are essential to strengthening the
Doha's entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Doha Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem: Current State
and Outlook

Doha entrepreneurial ecosystem has been experiencing rapid growth,
driven by a robust support structure and strategic initiatives aligned
with Qatar's National Vision 2030. The ecosystem is designed to
foster innovation and diversify the economy away from its dependency
on hydrocarbons. Cultural shift towards entrepreneurship in Qatar is
growing. At this point of juncture, it is crucial to understand the
current state of the Doha entrepreneurial ecosystem and its outlook.
This Insights aims to shed lights on it.

Support System: A key player in supporting entrepreneurs, Qatar
Development Bank (QDB) offers financial aid, business incubation,
mentorship, and market access programs. Several incubators and
accelerators, such as Qatar Business Incubation Center (QBIC),
Qatar Science and Technology Park (QSTP), and Digital Incubation
Center (DIC) have various essential supports for the start-ups. These
supporting bodies deliver services for start-ups such as trainings,
networking events, mentorship, seed funding, research and
development (R&D) support, business idea pitching, and idea
contests. Accelerator programs like Qatar Fintech Hub (QFTH) also
plays pivotal role in the ecosystem, particularly in the rapidly growing
Qatari FinTech sector.

Government Initiatives: Reforms led by the Ministry of Commerce
and Industry (MOCI) and the Ministry of Finance have lowered entry
barriers for startups, including fee reductions, streamlined business
registration, and simplified procurement processes. Additionally,
Qatar's Investment Promotion Agency (Invest Qatar) actively
supports foreign start-ups entering the market through initiatives like
the Invest Qatar Gateway platform.



https://www.gco.gov.qa/en/about-qatar/national-vision2030/
https://www.qdb.qa/
https://www.qbic.qa/
https://qstp.org.qa/
https://dic.mcit.gov.qa/
https://fintech.qa/
https://www.moci.gov.qa/en/
https://www.invest.qa/en

Venture Capital and Funding: There is limited access
to funding for the start-ups in Qatar. However, on 26
February, 2024, the Prime Minister and Minister of
Foreign Affairs of the State of Qatar announced
launching US$1 billion venture capital (VC) through
the Fund of Funds initiative to boost the VC
landscape in Qatar. This fund is expected to develop
the Doha entrepreneurial ecosystem stronger to
eventually spur innovation, investment in Qatar
especially in priority sectors such as tech and
healthcare sectors. The Fund of Funds initiative is
expected to boost economic diversification, local talent
development, and sustainable development. An
initiative called Invest Qatar is also helping to
empowering investment for economic diversification.
Recent Initiatives to Support Start-ups: In recent
years, Qatar has taken some policy initiatives to
support start-ups. Qatar has multiple free zones where
foreign entrepreneurs can register their companies
with full ownership whereas traditionally foreigners
need local partners to start businesses in Qatar. These
zones offer distinct regulatory benefits to businesses.
The Airport Free Zone at Ras Bufontas and The Port
Free Zone at Umm Alhoul are two prominent zones in
Qatar. Registering a company can be done online
without ~ human  contact, incubators  help
entrepreneurs, for example in activities such opening
company bank accounts, and seed funding for
promising start-ups with or without equity. Several
venture capital firms such as Doha Tech Angels,
QInvest, Doha Venture Capital, Hope Venture, and
Draper Investment Company are exploring start-ups to
invest. Moreover, educational institutes have courses
and training programs related to entrepreneurship to
educate and inspire students.

Despite significant efforts from various supporting
bodies, the Doha entrepreneurship system encounters
various barriers and its success is yet to come into
fruition. One way to measure its success is its
comparative position among the Gulf countries.
According to the most recent report, as Table 1 depicts,
Qatar ranked fifth among the five Gulf countries and
77th in the world ranking in the ease of doing
business whereas the UAE ranked 16th worldwide and
1st among the Gulf countries. It is important for Qatar
to increase the ranking in the Gulf region. Considering
that UAE is jumped significantly in a short period time,
it is perhaps possible for Qatar to increase its ranking,
too. Moreover, when entrepreneurs from outside
intend to come to the Gulf region, UAE is their most
preferred destination. However, the Global Startup
Ecosystem Index 2024 reports that Qatar’s
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem advanced 11 places to 79th
globally. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor’s
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(GEM) Qatar National Report 2023/2024, indicates
that Qatar scored 5.9, surpassing the global average of

4.7.

Table 1. World Ranking of the Gulf countries in ease of
doing business

Country Global Ranking Gulf Ranking
UAE 16 1
Bahrain 43 2
Saudi Arabia 62 3
Oman 68 4
Qatar 77 5
Kuwait 83 6

A Way Forward: While free zones provide many
benefits to foreign entrepreneurs. In reality, foreign
nascent entrepreneurs still struggle to benefits from
the Doha entrepreneurial ecosystem. Easing their pain
points are essential to tackle to welcome foreign
nascent entrepreneurs.

“Considering several issues such as the ease of the
start-up registration process, simplifying the bank
account opening process, implementing an easy visa
for  non-Qatari  entrepreneurs, and

policy
collaborating with other regional ecosystems could
benefit the Doha Entrepreneurship Ecosystem.”

Even though the company registration process has
been made easy and simple, entrepreneurs often point
out the process is still arduous. For example,
entrepreneurs cite that the online system for company
registration is complicated and often the website is
down. They face challenges to find local co-founders
which is pivotal specifically to raise funding, and
opening bank accounts on the company names is
challenging as banks are yet to be familiar with the free
zone policies. There is a limited record of historical
data on achievements related to support activities.
Interaction among aspiring entrepreneurs is not well
documented. Many aspiring entrepreneurs feel that the
locations of the incubators are not in appropriate areas.
A key problem for non-Qatari entrepreneurs is
securing residence permits as entrepreneurs. Injecting
funding through various supporting agencies, such as
academic institutions and incubators, can significantly
help boosting entrepreneurial activities in Qatar.
Finally, there is almost no interaction or collaboration
with other regional entrepreneurial ecosystems. Such
collaboration could help develop a better
entrepreneurial ecosystem in Doha.


https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/qia-invest-over-1-billion-venture-capital-funds-2024-02-27/
https://archive.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings
https://startupgenome.com/report/gser2024
https://startupgenome.com/report/gser2024
https://www.gemconsortium.org/report
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Summary

Despite various government support
programs, the export performance of
Qatari firms remains constrained by
numerous internal and external
factors. These firms face different
challenges to expand into
international markets. This insight
highlights the primary obstacles
hindering the export activities of
Qatari firms and provides actionable
recommendations to address these
challenges. Additionally, it
benchmarks Qatar's export
performance against Vietnam, a
country that has successfully
enhanced its SME  export
capabilities, shedding more lights on
the gaps and providing new insights
on challenges faced by local firms.
This is based on team-working
efforts in two different funded
projects for SMEs’ export in Vietnam
in 2018 and in Qatar in 2020.

B
Capacity Building to
Enhance Export Performance
of Qatari Firms

Qatari firms face various challenges for expanding their markets and
exporting their products or services. Based on the empirical results of
our survey responses received from 103 local exporters, the challenges
faced by exporting Qatari firms can be categorized into three major
factors: internal (managerial and organizational), external, and
strategy-related matters. The export challenges faced by SMEs mainly
relate to international business competition, a lack of international
business knowledge and expertise, risk-averse behavior, lack of
resources, and effective strategies. Key challenges are depicted below.

1. Limited Skills and Knowledge: Knowledge related to
exporting and international business activities, including international
marketing, partnerships, logistics and supply chain, export financing,
trading, international law, and even language increases the chances of
successful export activities. According to our survey results, only 42%
of the SMEs possess good knowledge and expertise about international
business and markets, with the remainder needing more help in this
regard.

2, Psychic Distance: Psychic distance refers to the perceptions
held by individuals, including management, about the differences
between countries in terms of development status, consumer
preferences, language, education, and culture, among other factors.
The average score for psychic distance responses is 4.3 (out of 7),
meaning that Qatari SMEs perceive substantial differences between
their domestic market and international markets, particularly
regarding four main areas, namely market structure (57%), long-term



https://www.qdb.qa/

3. Limited Financial Resources: SMEs usually
struggle with securing required funding for
international expansion. This is due to high interest
rates, strict lending requirements, and limited access to
government grants and subsidies. Based on the survey
responses of 103 local firms, 78% of them require
assistance in finding financing options for exporting.

4. Lack of Market Information: Local SMEs
need export assistance in order to reach out to
international markets, conduct market research and
identify their potential international opportunities.
They require more support through training,
mentorship and consulting services to conduct
searching, data collection and analysis, and develop
effective export strategies for their potential target
markets. Over 55% of them face serious challenges in
this part.

5. Regulatory and Infrastructure challenges:
Complex, costly and time-consuming export
procedures, coupled with varying international
regulations, pose significant hurdles. This includes
difficulties ~with  shipping goods from the
manufacturing sites to ports, international shipping
solutions, customs procedures on both sides, export
documentation, and compliance with international
standards. Therefore, it is crucial to address the issue
of standardization mechanisms and prevent its
negative impact.

Benchmarking Qatar Against Vietnam as a
Successful Developing Country for Exporting
Vietnam is considered as one of the successful
exporters of goods and services worldwide. Even
though the country still faces some difficulties for
exporting, it has made significant efforts in the recent
years and it can be considered a successful benchmark
in addressing some local export-related challenges.
According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity
(OEC, 2024), Vietnam ranked 19th worldwide in total
exports and the top exporters in the ASEAN region
(ASEAN Business Partners, 2024). The top exports of
Vietnam in 2022 were Broadcasting Equipment
($58.5B), Telephones ($24.4B), Integrated Circuits
($16.9B), Office Machine Parts ($16.7B), and Textile
Footwear ($13.2B). The country has made significant
efforts in enhancing the export performance of its
SMEs. Based on our extensive export assessment study
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(funded by AusAID) and other sources, key factors
contributing to Vietnam’s success include:

1. Government Support and Policies: Vietnam
has implemented comprehensive policies to support
SMEs, including trade promotion support, financial
incentives, export training programs, and market
access facilitation. The bilateral trade agreements, such
as the EU-Vietnam Trade Agreement eliminated 99%
of tariff duties on both sides and reduced non-tariff
barriers through streamlined procedures and
international standards for exports. It has also opened
investment channels for EU nations into both public
and private entities. Vietnam has an open economy
with trade relations with over 230 markets (ASEAN
Business Partners, 2024).

2, Capacity Building: This includes product and
market development programs by the government of
Vietnam, trainings and workshops for firms and their
workforces in exporting and international business
fields, and export advisory services provided by
consulting forms, industry associations and the public
sector.

3. Market Intelligence: The Vietnam Ministry of
Industry and Trade regularly conducts and publishes
market research and analysis reports about target
markets for different industries. The government is
active in trade promotion events and exhibitions, and
provides export counselling and training through
different organizations. They have established online
database/portal for market intelligence for exporters,
such as the Vietnam National Trade Repository
(VNTR), and the Vietnam E-commerce and Digital
Economy Agency (IDEA).

4. Regulatory Reforms: This includes legal
reforms to create a supportive and transparent
business environment, tariff reduction and trade

agreements, simpler business registration and
licensing for exporters, streamlining customs
procedures and reducing trade barriers. They

established the National Single Window and ASEAN
Single Window services to make customs clearance
process simpler, cheaper and faster using e-
documents.

5. Export Promotion: Vietnam has implemented
various export promotion programs in recent years to
increase firms’ export activities. These include Vietnam



trade promotion agencies (VIETRADE) and Vietnam
Chamber, which offer services such as market research;
trade missions and trade counselling; tax incentives for
exporters; export processing zones and industrial
parks to invest more foreign direct investors (FDIs);
export credit programs by the government for
insurance, guarantees, loans with lower rates; and free
trade agreements as mentioned earlier.

Policy Recommendations

Based on our comprehensive studies and assessment
about Qatar export ecosystem, export drivers and
inhibitors, and comparison with our benchmarking
country, Vietnam, we recommend several
recommendations to improve firms’ capacity and
export performance.

1. Capacity Building Initiatives: These include
investing in upgrading the technological infrastructure
of SMEs to enhance production and quality control
capabilities, designing and delivering comprehensive
and technical training programs to develop relevant
skills and knowledge. The QExporting.com platform
can help fill the gaps and address the skills/knowledge
needed.

2. Export Credit and Financial Support: This
support includes providing more export credit
programs for insuring, guarantying export
transactions, as well as export grants or funds with
lower rates if it not already in place. Enhancing the role
of Qatar Development Bank (QDB) in providing more
financial advisory services and export financing
options.

3. Market Intelligence and Research: This
includes developing and implementing a portal for
comprehensive market data, trends, and regulatory
requirements for various countries. Organizing regular
workshops and training programs on market research
techniques and export strategies. Qatar Development
Bank has already initiated these trainings and
workshops, but they can be made more comprehensive
and technical.

4. Streamlined Regulatory Processes: The
efforts of this section can be simplifying export
documentation and customs procedures to reduce
time, transaction costs and administrative works.
Developing a one-stop shop or single window platform
for exporting goods or services to ensure faster and
more efficient compliance.

5. Enhanced Export Promotion: This includes
strengthening the current support provided by export
promotion agencies such as the QDB’s Tasdeer
program and Qatar Chamber by facilitating
international trade agreements with the EU; ASEAN or
other regions, focusing on connecting firms with
international buyers and partners, supporting
participation in international trade fairs, and
supporting the manufacturing of advanced or tech-
based products in Qatar.

Further Reading

Safari, A., Saleh, A. S., and Al Ismail, V. B. (2021).
Enhancing the export activities of small and medium
sized enterprises in emerging markets. Journal of
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