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Executive  
Summary 
Smart cities, and the internet of 
Everything (ioE) which will be 
their key enabler, are the focus  
of much attention around 
the world from governments, 
technology industry stakeholders 
and would-be entrepreneurs and 
developers wanting to get in on 
the ground floor.  

the ioE links people, processes, 
data and networks of connected 
machines, and in so doing makes 
it possible to develop a whole 
raft of smart services to make life 
easier and more pleasant for the 
inhabitants of Smart cities.  Most 
of these services—whether brand 
new ones or existing services 
which have been made more 
accessible by being digitalized—
are available via applications. 
Which means as cities such 
as dubai become smarter and 
smarter there is an ever-growing 
demand for new apps. 

Each city has its own require-
ments which means local 
solutions need to be developed, 
or existing solutions tailored, to 
tackle the challenges of specific 
cities and satisfy the needs of 
their citizens.  international 
technology providers (cisco, iBM, 
Qualcomm and many others) 
can provide the backbone 
infrastructure and most of the 

hardware, software and devices 
required to enable a Smart city. 
However their products and 
services can’t come off the shelf 
and would require the resources 
and expertise of local and regional 
developers and systems integrators 
who know their city’s biggest 
challenges, and so are much better 
suited to developing tailored 
solutions for their Smart city.

Around the world start-ups are 
becoming the main driving force 
for innovation and disruption 
across most industries—think 
uber or careem in transportation 
and Airbnb in travel, which 
are basically apps.  on a much 
smaller, but equally important 
scale, innovation hubs are 
springing up in cities worldwide.  
they promote new business 
and business partnerships by 
bringing together stakeholders 
from all parts of the value chain 
to collaborate at a much 
earlier stage in product 
development than is 
normally the case. 
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one of the first was nuMA  
in Paris, set up 15 years ago  
and now host to 1500 events  
a year and mentor for scores  
of local start-ups which go on  
to become successful businesses.

the nairobi iHub has only  
been going for five years and  
is looking to replicate itself  
across Africa following many 
successful projects at a local and 
regional level.

the newest of such collaborative 
innovation centers is dubai’s the 
Assembly, which was formally 
launched in May 2015 and which 
aims to get local technologists 
involved in the drive to turn 
dubai into the world’s smartest 
city by 2017.  the Assembly 
brings together technology 
providers, local talents such as 
students, developers, inventors, 
startups, SMEs and local public 
and private sector stakeholders 
with the aim of developing and 
commercializing Smart city 
solutions. this is based on a  
series of “challenges” raised by 
the local stakeholders and met  
by teams joining forces and 
rapidly prototyping at the  
Smart Maker Lab managed by 
the Assembly and hosted at in5, 

The Internet of 
Everything and 
Smart Cities

dubai internet city’s innovation 
centre.  the local competence 
build up is supported by an 
intensive calendar of weekly 
technical workshops, free and 
open to all members of the 
Assembly, and developed in 
collaboration with the supporting 
technology providers. 

the Assembly is thus creating 
a community of tech-savvy 
problem solvers, and giving them 
access to the tools they need 
and helping them to develop 
their skills through hands-on 
experimentation. 

Whatever the definition of a 
Smart city, and there are many, 
connectivity is at its core, leading 
to all the smart services which 
can be supplied and interacted 
with via the internet of Everything 
(ioE).  Machine to machine 
communications (M2M) can be 
seen as the bottom layer of the 
ioE in which modules, sensors, 
chipsets and SiMs use networked 
resources to connect machines to 
remote application platforms.

A hub monitors and controls 
either the machines themselves or 
their surrounding environments, 
enabling connectivity among 
physical objects. Moving to the 
next level is the internet of things 
(iot) comprising a broad network 
of networks of those connected 
machines interacting among 
themselves and the external 
environment.  the internet of 
Everything (ioE) brings humans 
back into the picture, linking 
people, processes, data and 
networks of connected machines.

As to what a Smart city is, 
two major trade bodies have 
similar but differing definitions. 
the Smart city council, whose 
members are solution providers, 

calls a Smart city “an ict-
enabled city” and “a city that 
applies current information and 
communications technologies to 
solving problems,” by “collecting 
data, communicating data, and 
analyzing data.”  

Mobile operators’ association the 
gSMA says a Smart city combines 
“…disparate data sets captured 
by intelligently-connected 
infrastructure, people and 
vehicles, to generate new insights 
and provide ubiquitous services 
that enable citizens to access 
information about city services, 
move around easily, improve the 
efficiency of city operations and 
enhance security, fuel economic 
activity and increase resilience to 
natural disasters.” A combination 
of these two, with even more 
added to the mix, is what dubai is 
striving to become. 

the dubai Smart city program 
was launched in January 2014 
by order of dubai’s ruler Sheikh 
Mohammed bin rashid Al 
Maktoum. An advisory council and 
higher committee were set up and 
charged with turning dubai into 
the “smartest city in the world” 
within three years.  the project 

…think Uber 
or Careem in 
transportation 
and Airbnb  
in Travel…

Executive Summary continued...
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includes 100 initiatives, and 
“transforming 1,000 government 
services to smart services,” Sheikh 
Mohammed said when launching 
the project.

At the outset, the Higher 
committee defined six key thrusts 
to realising dubai Smart city: 
smart life, smart transportation, 
smart society, smart economy, 
smart governance and smart 
environment. the first major 
challenge has been to integrate 
all systems in all organizations 
both public and private, and 
the second challenge is raising 
awareness and changing people’s 
perceptions towards smart 
services and launching more 
high-quality services that change 
people’s lives for the better.  Both 
of these challenges are being met 
with new developments on an 
almost daily basis.

By 2017, dubai may well be 
the world’s smartest city, and 
hundreds or even thousands 

The State of 
Innovation: The 
Age of Disruption

of new projects and initiatives 
launched.  But this will only be 
the start, the first building blocks 
put in place for a society in which 
everybody and everything will 
be always connected and able 
to interact in ways we can hardly 
envisage today. to get there will 
require a huge amount of input 
from the people of dubai to 
address the particular challenges 
facing dubai and overcome them. 
initially the expertise, hardware 
and software are coming from 
multinational vendors who have 
developed generic solutions, but 
tailored solutions will become 
increasingly important. And so it 
is vital to foster and mentor local 
entrepreneurs and developers.

ours is an age where it is not just 
possible but common for original 
ideas to translate into small 
startups able to attract venture 
capital and then develop and grow 
in very little time at all into huge 
international operations disrupting 
existing traditional businesses.  it 
is modern ict which allows and 
encourages this phenomenon and 
large tech firms from Qualcomm 
to cisco, Microsoft to Apple to 
google, provide the framework 
onto which the new ideas can 
be fastened.  on the one hand 
the clout, expertise, products 
and services of the giants are 
necessary to the success of new 
entrepreneurial ventures, but the 
converse is also increasingly true. 
technology savvy, innovative 
individuals and startups are 
starting to expand the edge of 
what can be done with technology 
in ways the giants can’t and this is 
particularly relevant to the ioE and 
smart cities. 

All over the world governments, 
large companies and small 
entrepreneurs are realising the 
synergies that exist between 
them and finding new ways to 
work together. As a result hosts of 
new so-called unicorns, start-ups 
which quickly gain billion-dollar 
valuations, are sprouting.  in fact 

a case can be made for start-ups, 
which are now the main driving 
force for innovation and disruption 
across most industries, also 
being the driving force for future 
value creation. two well-known 
examples of highly disruptive 
start-ups are uber and Airbnb.  
the first has disrupted the taxi 
industry in around 60 countries 
worldwide, and gained a great 
deal of publicity while doing so, 
although it has no vehicles of its 
own, the second has handled more 
than 40 million guests in 34,000 
cities although it has no properties 
of its own.  Founded in 2009, uber 
is first on the Fortune magazine 
unicorn list with a valuation of 
more than $50 billion, chinese 
smartphone maker Xiaomi, 
founded a year later, is in second 
place and worth $46 billion, while 
Airbnb, founded in 2008, is third 
and worth more than $25 billion.

one increasingly important way 
in which large corporates and 
entrepreneurs can cross-fertilize 
each others’ ideas is at the 
collaborative initiatives – typically 
called innovation centres, smart 
labs and iHubs—which have been 
started in cities around the world, 
including most recently dubai—
and which are meeting with  
great success.

The Internet of Everything and Smart Cities continued...
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Next Generation 
Innovation Hubs

other cities as well, initially in the 
gulf and then in the rest of the 
Middle East and beyond, but there 
is quite a long development path 
to go down first, although not 
nearly as long as nuMA’s.

this is illustrated by a more recent 
incubator, the nairobi iHub  
(www.ihub.co.ke) which has 
been going for five years now. it 
is looking to replicate itself across 
Africa and made a start this year 
with a World Bank sponsored 
project called negawatt.  it 
brought together stakeholders 
from governments, energy 
organizations and entrepreneurs 
not just from Kenya but also 
from Accra in ghana and dar-es-

Salaam in tanzania. 

A series of meetings to 
evaluate challenges 
resulted in the iHub 
bringing together teams 
to tackle those challenges.  
A brainstorming weekend 
comprising a series of 
teams came up with 

prototypes and four teams 
were chosen to go into 

a four-week acceleration 
program.  their products, 

such as a smart energy device 
allowing individual consumers 

to track consumption, were 
earmarked for investment 

funding and bringing the products 
to the market. 

the dubai Assembly challenges 
program is a step along the way 
to full product development and 
commercialization, and what is 
developed for dubai will probably 
have applications elsewhere.  

the focus of Hubs must be on 
local entrepreneurs developing 
local products for local markets, 
although with help and input from 
multinational corporations as well 
as local businesses.

Addressing the issues when other 
hubs such as the Assembly want 
to replicate, 

Nairobi iHub director Jessica 
Colaco said: 
“the first question to ask is: 
Why is it necessary to set up 
a new hub? Make sure there is 
transparency and openness so 
anybody can sign up.  Borrow 
certain parts of your hub, and use 
what is relevant.”  

NUMA COO Frederic Oru said: 
“You can’t just cut and paste 
because people are not the same 
and cultures are not the same. 
the place needs to be in the city, 
where the people are, or it will not 
work. it is mandatory to do a pre-
configuration study – go there, 
interview the people, understand 
who they are, discuss their 
expectations, then you will be 
able to define the right solutions.”

Since the maturation of the hub/
incubator concept in Silicon Valley 
in the 1990s, the idea has spread 
to many parts of the world.  now 
a new generation of innovation 
hubs is emerging.  While the 
institutions differ from country 
to country to take account of 
local requirements and unique 
circumstances they do have 
certain key points in common.   
in essence, they are public places 
for innovation, and encourage 
a strong interdisciplinary 
atmosphere: 

 they offer a stimulating place 
for professional work activities;

 they bring together 
stakeholders from all parts of the 
value chain to collaborate at a 
much earlier stage in proceedings 
than is normally the case; 

 they promote new businesses 
and business partnerships; 
importantly they are open to the 
participation of all interested 
parties, usually at no cost, and 
they are firmly based within 
city limits to allow the fullest 
participation from residents, 
corporates and entrepreneurs. 

the oldest and one of the most 
successful technology hubs 
outside of the uS is nuMA  
(www.numa.paris) in Paris which 

was founded in 2000 by a few 
entrepreneurs in the wake of the 
internet bubble bursting.  For 
a few years the focus was on 
building a community through 
events where topics were set in 
advance by the participants.  

then in 2005, several years 
before the smartphone boom 
started, Mobile Mondays were 
introduced.  A co-working space 
was found (the Smart Lab) and a 
mentoring program put in place 
for large corporates to help small 
entrepreneurs and developers. 
there are now around 6,000 
people in the hub’s network, 
around 1,500 events a year 
are held, 80,000 people come 
into the nuMA building each 
year, and last year 25 start-ups 
were selected from around 600 
applicants to be mentored, and 
funded, from idea to commercial 
product.  over the previous 
four years 80 start-ups were 
accelerated via the program, 80% 
of them surviving and prospering.

the next stage of development 
is a plan to go global, and this 
began with a launch in Moscow, 
where there are many start-ups 
but little support for them, with 
Brazil, india and the rest of South 
Asia and Eastern Europe targeted.
dubai’s the Assembly has 
ambitions to eventually spread to 

Over the 
previous four 
years 80 start-ups 
accelerated via 
the program.

http://www.ihub.co.ke
http://www.numa.paris
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Dubai’s The Assembly Says Majed Al Suwaidi, founder 
committee member and Managing 
director of dubai internet city and 
dubai outsource city: “We are 
delighted to host the Assembly 
at the heart of dubai internet 
city at the in5 innovation centre, 
and encourage the multinational 
technology companies based in 
dubai to come and work with our 
local entrepreneurs and developers, 
as well as government stake-
holders, in what is an increasingly 
exciting and rewarding project. 
the Assembly is championing 
smart initiatives, and we are 
working closely with them to 
promote brainstorming sessions, 
workshops and hackathons to 
encourage the development of 
new products and services.”

First and foremost, the Assembly 
wants to develop the required 
competences in the local talent 
pool to support the development 
of ioE-based solutions. this is 
already being achieved via a series 
of competence-development 
workshops either led by the 
Assembly management team 
or by the technology Members 
(Qualcomm, for example, has 
provided three workshops to date).  

Says founder PK Gulati:  
“the Assembly is beyond a 
tech hub.  it is next-generation 
innovation.  it’s all about creating 
a community of tech-savvy 
problem solvers. And giving  
them access to the tools and 
hands-on experiences they need 
to get better and better at what 
they do. We give developers 
access to the technology pieces 
they need to assemble solutions 
to the biggest problems in the  
dubai community.”

the Assembly is the first 
innovation collaborative project of 
its kind in the MEnA region, and it 
draws on the lessons learned from 
a 15-year history of collaborative-
technology iLabs and iHubs which 
have sprung up around the world 
with great success. 

Still in its infancy, the Assembly 
was formed in September 2014 
with a soft launch featuring an 
internet of things (iot) workshop 
in december 2014 and the 
official launch in May 2015. Since 
then there have been a series 
of events building up to weekly 

workshops starting in August 
2015, and a number of highly-
practical challenges for teams 
of developers brought together 
by the Assembly to meet (for 
more details of workshops and 
challenges see Annexes 1 and 2).

Participation in the Assembly’s 
activities is free of charge.  A 
majority of participants hold jobs 

and work on community projects 
in their spare time, or are students 
or professionals in transition.  
Workshops for example are over 
the weekend on Saturdays (the 
dubai weekend is Friday and 
Saturday).  While charges could 
be levied for the workshops, 
which involve advanced training 
in key technology skills, the 
Assembly does not want to  
create disincentives for people  
to participate.

All of this activity is targeted 
at contributing to dubai’s 
unique Smart city project. new 
aspects of the project are being 
announced all the time, with 
most of them depending on the 
internet of Everything (ioE), 
and particularly the mobile 
internet, for connectivity while 
being driven by applications 
(apps) developed for the special 
requirements of dubai.
Which means that now and 
well into the future there is a 
need for local technological and 
entrepreneurial skill to develop 
the new technologies required 
to drive the Smart city, and 
particularly the apps which will 
allow residents to access all  
online services via their 
smartphones—and even new 
mobile-only apps providing 
services not previously available 
at all.  there is a shortage of 
qualified local people to meet 
the growing demand, and the 
Assembly aims to address that.

the driving forces behind the 
Assembly are the members of the 
steering committee, entrepreneur 
and Assembly founder Prashant 
“PK” gulati, Qualcomm Senior 
director of Business development 
Ziad Matar, and the Managing 
director of dubai internet 
city, Majed Al Suwaidi.  the 
committee provides support to 
the management in order for 
the Assembly’s objectives to 
be achieved.  in the day-to-day 
running of the Assembly, gulati 
is supported by a team of four 
community stakeholders and 
technology professionals.

Also supporting the activities  
of the Assembly are the  
Friends of the Assembly, an  
ever-growing pool of talent  
and expertise comprising 
innovators and builders who  
share with—and contribute to—
the Assembly’s membership,  
and teach and advise the  
growing crop of learners,  
students and entrepreneurs.

PK Gulati

The Assembly 
is beyond a 
tech hub.  It is 
next-generation 
innovation.
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An interview  
with Qualcomm

Annexe 1: 
Challenges

Qualcomm, inc. was one of 
the founding members of the 
Assembly, and its executives sit 
on the Advisory Panel and the 
Steering committee.  Qualcomm 
has contributed financially to 
getting the Assembly up and 
running, provided mentoring  
and technical expertise at 
workshops and challenges, and 
kitted out the Smart Lab at in5, 
dubai Smart city’s innovation 
centre.  Senior director for 
Business development at 
Qualcomm Ziad Matar, who 
sits on the three-man steering 
committee, explains why 
Qualcomm is so involved with  
the Assembly.

Q: Why is Qualcomm so 
supportive of The Assembly 
and what does Qualcomm 
hope to get out of it?

ZM: Qualcomm is working on 
developing and expanding the 
internet of Everything (ioE) 
ecosystem in the Middle East–
and specifically in dubai, to 
support the development and 
commercialization of ioE-based 
Smart city products and solutions 
to serve the needs of the Smart 
dubai initiative.  By supporting 
the formation of the Assembly 
as one of it’s founding members 
(as we did with dubai internet 
city) Qualcomm wanted to go 

beyond the classical approach 
of a Qualcomm Showcase or 
a Qualcomm innovation Lab. 
instead we wanted to spark the 
formation of a collaborative 
community bringing together 
both global and regional 
technology Providers, local talent 
and skillsets—including Students, 
Entrepreneurs, Startups and 
SMEs—and local stakeholders 
such as government Agencies 
and Large regional corporations. 
combining these different 
elements will, we believe, lead to 
a thriving market dynamic where 
supply and demand meet and the 
outcome can be commercialized 
under the Smart dubai umbrella 
and beyond.

Q: How is Qualcomm 
supporting The Assembly  
in practical terms?

ZM: Qualcomm is supporting the 
Assembly actively through access 
to our technologies.  in addition 
our membership dues contribute 
to the cost of managing the 
Assembly, and then there is the 
equipment we set up in the 
Assembly’s Smart Lab.  Several 
Qualcomm employees also play 
key roles in the functioning of 
the Assembly: Jay Srage (SVP 
and President MEA/SEA) is a 
member of the Board of Advisors; 
i sit on the Steering committee, 

Ziad Matar

We believe there is great potential in seeing 
more technologies developing from Dubai.

the concept of “challenges” is 
one of the building blocks of the 
Assembly, with the community 
responding to challenges raised 
by local stakeholders.  Part of 
responding to the challenges is 
developing prototypes in the Smart 
Lab, which can be seen as the tip 
of the iceberg for the Assembly’s 
collaborative community. 

challenges are put to the 
Assembly by local stakeholders 
such as government Agencies 
and Local corporations.  the 
Assembly then sets out to meet 
these challenges.  there have 
been three proposed to date 
and the idea is to introduce 
many additional challenges, and 
discussions are underway with 
various parties to this end.

The two challenges undertaken 
so far are:

The Smart City App Hack 
challenge proposed by Dubai 
Internet City.
The Challenge: Find regional 
Innovators, get them to Think.  
Hack innovative Smart City App 
ideas.  Nurture the Winners. 

dubai internet city is a strategic 
partner of dubai Smart city and 
is the official representative of 
dubai at the Smart city App Hack 
competition in Barcelona.  

the challenge was to develop apps 
around five smart themes and one 
winner will represent dubai at the 
finals in Barcelona in november.  
Participants had to come up 
with ideas around the Smart 
city themes of urban Mobility, 
Shopping & retail, Energy & 
Emissions, culture & tourism, and 
collaborative city.  At the initial 
two-day workshop 41 ideas were 
first pitched on stage and then 
27 teams were formed with 87 
hackers/coders working overnight 
to build their ideas.  A group of 35 
mentors, technology experts and 
resource people from major local 
and multinational organisations 
including iBM, Microsoft, Ericsson, 
Mastercard, du and Emirates 
provided the teams with support 
and advice.  At the end of two 
days, 24 teams pitched to a high-
powered judging panel, and nine 
winning teams were chosen to get 
help from in5 and the Assembly 
in seeing their ideas through to 
completion before competing  
in Barcelona.

The Quality of Air challenge 
proposed by the Mohamed Bin 
Rashid Center for Government 
Innovation.
the challenge has been 
proposed to students at five 
uAE universities and aims at 
developing sensor network 
solutions to help the uAE attain 

which meets on a monthly basis.  
A working team comprising 
Asad inayat, gilles Fayad, Mazen 
chanouha and Mohamed Kesiba 
also meets frequently with the 
Assembly to enable various 
activities, including delivering 
some of the workshops.

Q: How do you see the 
technology scene in Dubai 
maturing? And what role 
will The Assembly have  
in this?

ZM: dubai has grown into a 
strong technology marketing, 
sales and distribution hub for 
the region, extending its reach 
across the Middle East, Africa and 
central Asia.  We believe there 
is great potential in seeing more 
technologies developing from 
dubai, and the Assembly will play 
a big role in strengthening that 
position and becoming a hub for 
product innovation. 
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its Quality of Air KPi as part of 
the 2021 Vision. the uAE has a 
limited number of air quality data 
collection units, which cost more 
than $1 million each.  the goal is 
to have much cheaper units to 
be deployed in large numbers 
around the country.  there is 
little public information about 

the challenge at this stage, but 
it will be officially announced 
in the coming few weeks. the 
Assembly’s members and friends 
will provide technological support 
to the candidate teams from the 
universities as well as open access 
to the Assembly Smart Lab at in5 
for testing and prototyping.

Contact
Address:
the Assembly
in5, Boutique Villa #7,  
dubai Knowledge Village, 
dubai (united Arab Emirates)

 Annexe 2:  
Management  
and Structure
As well as Qualcomm’s  
Ziad Matar, there are two  
other members of the  
Steering committee:

Majed Al Suwaidi, is the  
Managing director for dubai 
internet city (dic), the MEnA 
region’s largest ict hub and 
dubai outsourcing city (doc), 
a modern, hi-tech business 
hub dedicated to the growth 
of the global outsourcing 
industry. As part of his job he is 
responsible for overseeing the 
innovation centre (in5 where the 
Assembly has its home), which 
aims to foster and promote 
entrepreneurship and innovation 
in order to develop a technology 
start-up ecosystem in dubai.  Al 
Suwaidi has driven the growth of 
the tech start-up industry in the 
uAE, and created a dynamic and 
engaging working environment 
for entrepreneurs from the early 

stages of idea creation through 
to the commercial launch of a 
product or service. 

Entrepreneur and Assembly 
founder Prashant “PK” Gulati has 
been a resident of dubai since 
2005, before which he worked in 
variety of positions in his native 
india, having graduated with a 
Masters degree in computer 
Science.  He is the cEo of his 
own dubai-based technology 
consulting company, optimistix 
Ventures, and a well-known figure 

in the dubai technology scene.  
His specialities include early  
stage investing, incubation  
and mentoring.

gulati is in charge of the day- 
to-day running of the Assembly 
and he is assisted by a team  
of supporters. 

External teaching, advice and 
mentoring is provided by the 
Friends of the Assembly,  
a growing band of innovators  
and makers.

Majed Al Suwaidi and PK Gulati having fun at the 
Assembly official opening ceremony

Phone:  
+971 4 390 1122

hello@theassembly.ae
www.theassembly.ae 

About TechPolis
TechPolis, Inc.
this white paper was researched, written, edited and designed by 
techPolis inc for Qualcomm inc.

Who we are
techPolis provides international consulting services to the leading 
players in the mobile technologies sector.  We help them navigate ever-
evolving policy challenges. this includes guiding innovation policies, 
government relations, and industry alliances.  We combine a deep 
understanding of political and governmental structures with detailed, 
ongoing monitoring of market developments and state-of-the-art 
knowledge of technology innovation. this combination offers unique 
consulting capabilities you simply won’t find anywhere else.

Where We Work
We decided early on that our competitive advantage would come 
from focusing on emerging markets. in the intervening years these 
have grown to become central to the mobile industry and our work 
has expanded globally. our greatest experience is concentrated in the 
following regions:

 Middle East & north Africa  Latin America
 South & central Asia   Southeast Asia

The next stage of 
development is a 
plan to go global...

Contact
url: www.techpolis.com
e-mail: ricardo.tavares@techpolis.com
tel: +1 858 945 6309

Annexe 1: The Challenges continued

mailto:hello@theassembly.ae
http://www.theassembly.ae
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www.techpolis.com
mailto:ricardo.tavares@techpolis.com
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