
MENA’s Cleantech Startups
Unlocking the path to scale to solve environmental challenges 

Key Takeaways 



MENA is in dire need of new solu�ons to address its environmental challenges:

⦁ Energy: By 2050, MENA's demand for energy will increase by 114%,1and an es�mated 28 million 
people in the region that currently lack access to reliable electricity.2

⦁ Water: Already, 15 of the top 25 water stressed countries in the world are in MENA.3 By 2050, per 
capita water availability will be cut in half in the region.4

⦁ Popula�on growth and unemployment: MENA has had the highest popula�on growth rate of any 
region in the world over the last century, which intensifies consump�on levels and increases the need 
for environmental solu�ons.5

⦁ Globally, MENA lags behind in terms of patented cleantech innova�ons. While patents are not the sole 
measure of innova�on ac�vity in a country, they do account for a significant por�on of it.6

⦁ Even MENA’s wealthiest countries are lacking in R&D investment. For example, the United States of 
America invests 2.8% of GDP in science-related R&D yearly, compared to 0.2% in Saudi Arabia.7

Cleantech startups are emerging and providing innova�ve solu�ons:

⦁ MENA is incuba�ng its first genera�on of cleantech entrepreneurs: 90% of cleantech companies 
interviewed for this study were created in the last five years.

⦁ More than half, 64%, of the founders are 30 years old, or younger. 
⦁ Most cleantech startups in our sample emerged from Egypt (33%). 
⦁ Almost 40% of entrepreneurs in our sample have an engineering background. 
⦁ Saphon Energy developed Saphonian Zero-Blade, designed to convert the kine�c force of the wind 

into electrical power. 
⦁ Satchnet, a promising energy op�miza�on startup, has secured a project with Jordan’s Queen 

Interna�onal Airport, and partnered with Schneider Electric. 

The startups in our sample are looking to grow, primarily into KSA, but the cleantech 
ecosystem remains underdeveloped and consequently, startups are facing cri�cal barriers 
growing their companies. 

⦁ 62% of cleantech startups in our sample are in the prototype stage, and 15% are in the launch stage 
yet just 0.1% are in the process of scaling their business. 

⦁ In a Wamda Research Lab (WRL) survey of startups across MENA, 40% want to enter KSA in the next 
1-2 years to capitalize on the large popula�on and high per-capita income that make KSA an a�rac�ve 
market.

⦁ Across our sample, entrepreneurs said the most cri�cal barriers to growth were limited cleantech 
awareness amongst consumers, a small pool of specialized investment sources, talent gaps, few 
specialized mentors, and minimal resources for conduc�ng research and development (R&D). 

⦁ Limited cleantech awareness: consumers’ lack of awareness of cleantech solu�ons and minimal 
financial incen�ves to use clean technology (due to high energy subsidies) restrict entrepreneurs’ 
ability to access markets and do business.

⦁ Small pool of investment sources: 43% of the startups interviewed in this study are self-funded and 
fewer than 30% obtained VC or angel funding. Addi�onally, based on Wamda Research Lab’s (WRL) 
mapping of the ecosystem there are only two venture capital firms mandated to invest in cleantech 
entrepreneurs in MENA. 
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⦁ A lack of deal-flow and exits combined with investment strategies that prescribe low-risk and quick 
returns, hold back investors’ interest in cleantech startups in MENA.  Over 30% of the startups 
interviewed in this study obtained seed funding from a business plan compe��on and only 2% of 
environmental companies in previous WRL studies received a second round of funding. 

⦁ Cleantech investment grew 2-fold between 2007-2014, compared with ecommerce which grew by 
8-fold

⦁ Talent gaps: companies across industries in the region face recruitment problems, but cleantech 
startups face par�cularly steep challenges finding employees with sector specific and technical 
exper�se. 

⦁ Few specialized mentors: it is difficult for young cleantech enterprises to access technically focused 
coaching and training programs in the early stages of enterprise development. 

⦁ Even in the face of cri�cal barriers limi�ng scale for cleantech startups, the region’s entrepreneurs are 
increasingly entering the industry. WRL data shows that more cleantech companies were launched in 
MENA during the last two years (24) than in the six years between 2007-2012 (20). 

To accelerate MENA’s cleantech entrepreneurship ecosystem and grow the impact of cleantech 
startups, leaders and decision makers should priori�ze the following areas:

⦁ Public awareness: Increasing public knowledge of the region’s environmental challenges and the role 
of the private sector in addressing them will help to increase consumer buy-in for cleantech startup 
solu�ons.

⦁ Incen�ves: Energy price-adjustment mechanisms and increased informa�on on the true cost of 
subsidies can help create more business opportuni�es for cleantech startups. 

⦁ Access to markets: Partnerships with corpora�ons can help create more opportuni�es for cleantech 
entrepreneurs to commercialize solu�ons.  

⦁ R&D resources: More R&D funding, and an increased focus on R&D in higher educa�on programs can 
s�mulate innova�on in the region, which can ul�mately be transferred into private sector solu�ons. 

⦁ Pa�ent-capital: More investors who understand cleantech startups, have a higher tolerance for risk, 
and experience working with companies from inven�on through to commercializa�on, can sustain and 
scale cleantech startup solu�ons in MENA.

⦁ Pre-incuba�on: Growing the capacity and the quan�ty of cleantech pre-incubators can lead to more 
cleantech startups entering the formal incuba�on space. Ul�mately this will help these companies to 
be ready to obtain growth-stage capital from investors. 

⦁ Talent development: More training opportuni�es and university courses focusing on cleantech skills 
can help to build talent pipelines for startups. 

Through the launch of the MEMakers ini�a�ve, GE and Wamda are enabling and suppor�ng 
startups in Cleantech (and other spaces such as HealthTech and Industrial Internet) by crea�ng 
a strong MENA wide-community. The ini�a�ve supports entrepreneurs by providing them with 
visibility, market knowledge, connec�ons and mentorship from GE experts and senior leaders.


