I wanted to quickly start by saying that I wont be speaking in English or Arabic only. It’s what they call Arabish. We’re talking about the future, so we should at least talk the way many talk today. 
Slide 1 Thinking Internationally

Let’s look back at when we were thriving as an Arab civilization.

There once was a time when we gave birth to the brightest minds and the most ingenious ideas. Invention and Risk reigned supreme. Put simply, we used the brain that God gave us to good use. But what was one of the driving factors that brought inspiration? Trade routes.

Since going through the Arabian trade routes meant near non-existent taxes, most countries preferred to pass through our sands to get to their destination. This meant that there were cross-roads. Different mentalities. Different ways of thinking. And all in the same place.  It was great for the scientists, scholars and investors of their time because new ideas were brought to them.

--------

A lot of people look back and think that our time has passed, I say it’s just beginning. The region, and I speak with certainty about Qatar, has now come into the modern Arabian-renaissance.

How do we capatilize on this ? We think internationally. This means that we need to look at the rest of the world, take the best and try and adapt it to our region. Just think of Apple as an example when I say “Why invent when you can adapt and innovate”.

Slide 2 Out with the old

The old way of thinking. What can I say? We all know that the old way of thinking was that if you wanted to start a business, there were a number of solutions , and I’m speaking frankly here, 1) Bring over a franchise 2) Open up a low capex business like a laundry and put a few workers in there 3) Build a building and rent it out.

I’m not going to suggest forgetting about any of those three, but it’s time for a change. Since most of you are at ictQatar, I’m sure that many will agree that online is the way forward. 

Solutions? 

1) Starting up a business online. (Lower costs, lower capex, quicker turn-around). 

2) Expanding your business or organization so that you can target more customers and so that you can eventually save on costs.

Starting up an online business or expanding your business online means a great deal. 1) You’ll be exporting your own brand. I for one would love to see other countries import Qatari brands.  2) different way of approaching business cases. Working online means that you become a problem solver. You’ll end up searching for a consumer, identifying their problems or needs, and catering to their needs. And I save the best and final point for last 3) there’s no income cap.  There’s no limit to how much a company can make. The better the company is, and the more efficient that it functions, the more profit you can make. It’s easier to expand. 

Let’s look at the types of people that have successful multi-million dollar companies. Look at Yelp.com, Facebook.com, Twitter.com, Youtube.com, etc….  Besides the fact that they were all started by young individuals, why did they succeed? Lack of fear. Some people may be thinking, ‘yes they are risk-takers’. I’m sorry but that’s not correct. To call someone a risk-taker implies that you have something to lose. The fact of the matter is, when you’re a young individual, with a good idea, and have a few thousand riyals in your pocket, you’re not really losing anything but time. In fact, you could argue you aren’t really losing time since you’ve learnt through the experience. 

BUT what makes them all continue to thrive, is the fact that they are all purpose based organizations. A company with a heart. And speaking of companies with a heart. Let’s quickly talk about iloveqatar.net The company that put it’s heart in the logo.

 Slide 3 About ILQ

The concept was simple. To be what the people wanted it to be. It started off as a guide and reference for people to find information about Qatar, which quickly evolved into a database of Frequently asked Questions, which then involved adding on a community piece to the site, which then spawned one of world’s largest public databases of projects around Qatar, which then spawned an events and news aggregator, and the list goes on. Our goal remained the same, to provide people will the information they wanted and to make Qatar a better place in any way we could.  But why? The answer is simple. Because I want every non-Qatari to love my country as much as I do. Myself, Sheikh Mubarak bin Thani, Bassam Al Ibrahim, and Omar al Hajeri, looked at the site and saw similarities between an online community and Arab culture. A forum was a digital majlis, the aggregation was basically spreading of information how we usually do (sms and word of mouth), and we were making the transition for expats into Qatar that bit easier; in that Arabic hospitality sort of way.


It hit us. We’ve taken Qatari spirit and hospitality and digitized it.

There was always one common link to everything we did on ILQ and that was to help.  That brings me back to what I had mentioned about starting up a company that was a PBO. 

Besides creating an online community, we also focus on bringing over events and supporting causes. One of our own causes is something called Labour Day. Labour Day happens once a month where we take a pool of money from ILQ and we pick a random work site where we hand out some shirts, wet towels, drinks, and more importantly, we top up a phone full of credit so that they can call their families back home and say “I’m fine”. That’s the least that WE can do, for the people who are breaking their backs to build our country.  

That’s all fine and sounds great, but what are we? We’re community builders.  We build a community and attempt to integrate into the users daily life. We’re already working on the next version of the site which will be highly interactive and integrate into modern social media. How does the website sustain itself? Marketing and advertising. We advertise products and services for companies to our users. We’re targeted and highly effective compared to old media.

I can talk for ages about ILQ but I’ll leave it at that and anybody who has any questions can drop me a line.
Slide 4 My approach

I first tackled the project by creating a clear plan for what I wanted the final result to look like. I then focused on expansion strategies. How would I grow ILQ? I then wrote down my own ethical values and integrated them into the few policies that ILQ had.

Working with others – the goal was always to work with other websites and companies in order to help the company grow. Today we have partnership and support from companies like Vodafone, Barzan Digital, Dr. Hassan’s Medical Center, MTV, and luckily have the support from ictQatar, Ministry of Interior, Civil Aviation Authority and so on. 

It’s all about long standing partnerships. We work with those that have similar values and goals and have a genuine interest in making Qatar a better place.

Plan for integration – I’m not planning on creating an online car booking engine, but I planned to have a system in place that would make it easy for whomever starts that business to integrate into ILQ. 

Projects – I never take on a project that I don’t understand. If I don’t understand how it’s going to work I leave it for the next person to do.  Many end up taking on too much and can’t handle it which leads me onto my next point.

Focus – Pick a target audience and OWN it. It might be tempting to say, “There’s 1.6 million people in Qatar, if I could get 1 riyal from everyone, I’m set”. Who are you catering to? Focus on them.

Positive competition – I believe that your strongest competitor can become your biggest ally. If a company is starting up and I think it’s a good idea, I’ll go ahead and support it. I’m banking on the fact that he’ll succeed and inshallah he’ll help ILQ one day.

Slide 5 Costs involved

What costs really? For ILQ, I paid for hosting, I paid for the registration of the company and the set up of a nice office. 

The biggest expense would have been to the site built (properly not one of those ready built sites) however I built the first version of ILQ in a month. From the scripting to the design. 

As mentioned though, for those wanting to expand online, especially if you’re planning on starting an e-shop. You save on location, save on employees, and save on negative face-to-face reactions.

Slide 6 Difficulties face

Not everything is rosy though. There are some difficulties.

Technology. Since I haven’t studied computer science and had dived right into something new. I wasn’t sure as to what scripts to be using., or how to start up the site. 

I ended up deciding to build my own custom content management script which involved linking in a number of other free scripts. Everything worked fine until the site grew too big.

So as we constantly adapted the site. Gave it face-lifts, and added new features, we basically hit the end of the road and we decided that it was time to move over to a proper CMS.

Business and Trade. Obtaining the right license and making sure that the company was set up in the right way was difficult. Since it was online it meant that I was treading on open waters. However to generate revenue off of businesses in Qatar you had to be an official company. So we finally registered the licenses required and ended up having to tick the ‘other’ box to define our company as an online one.

IP. My biggest fear was being ripped off. I didn’t want someone to take my logo or concept and duplicate it (copy paste).  So I registered the trade-mark and then read up on my rights online. At the end of the day though, that’s why when you start a site, you work hard to make it grow, so people recognize YOUR site.

Initial support. It was hard getting people to support you. It’s understandable. People start up sites all the time and then let them die. That’s why it’s up to you to keep at it. 

Last slide – Book marks

The beauty of bookmarks is that we can save an unlimited amount and users usually visit more than one site. That means that there’s loads of room for all of us online. The big players are already eyeing the region. Look at Microsoft’s focus on Arabic websites, Yahoo buying Maktoob, and eBay’s failure of acquiring Ali Baba; it’s only a matter of time, before they want to make sure that they’re saved on our bookmark list.

Let’s do things the Qatari way. Don’t think about being the first business, biggest website, or tallest building,

Let’s focus on being the best.

