
The second edition of Leaders of Tomorrow was held during 
the 4rd GPCA Research and Innovation Summit on March 
7 in Bahrain. Devised to incorporate both an interactive and 
academic element, the activities were split in two parts – a site 
visit and a seminar – attended by 29 students in total alongside 
academia. During the seminar, best practices, success stories 
and international examples of nurturing the right skillset 
among students were discussed, with attendees engaging in 
meaningful discussions and debates.

A site visit was arranged to Gulf Petrochemical Industries 
Company (GPIC) facilities to give students and academia a 
more hands-on experience and help, particularly students, get 
a better feel of the working environment at a petrochemical 
plant. The site visit also included a tour of GPIC’s research 
and innovation facilities, taking visitors through the company’s 
impressive journey of keeping innovation alive and embedded in 
the organization and employee culture.  

The tour around GPIC’s facilities was followed by a specialized 
seminar entitled ‘How to Build a Career in Research and 
Innovation?’ and dedicated to both students and academia. 
The seminar was attended by renowned scientists and 
innovators from around GCC, with speakers including Ammar 
Al Nahwi, Manager, Research and Development Centre, 
Saudi Aramco, Dr. Moayyed Al Qurtas, Chairman GPCA R&I 
Committee, Dr. Osman Bakr, Associate Professor of Materials 
Science and Engineering, KAUST Solar Centre, King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology (KAUST) and Dr. Sahel 
N. Abduljauwad, Vice Rector for Applied Research, King Fahd 
University of Petroleum and Minerals (KFUPM).   

In delivering the opening address, Dr. Al Qurtas, discussed 
some of the key requirements needed to succeed in today’s 
competitive innovation landscape. He was followed by Dr. 
Abduljauwad who began by stressing the fact that economic 
development highly depends on a combination of effective 
education, research and innovation systems. Universities 
contribute to a knowledge-based economy in a number of 
different ways, i.e. by creating knowledge and spreading it; 
by building basic research excellence in key strategic areas; 
through attracting and retaining world class faculty and 
researchers; and last but not least, by preparing responsible 
and innovative leaders with long-term vision willing to serve 
society. They can also play a key role in linking academic 
researchers and industry and capturing IP to create new 
companies, products, and processes.
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Extensive academia-
industry collaboration
Extensive academia-industry collaboration is essential for 
the creation of successful innovation system. Furthermore, 
for innovation to be successful, it needs to adopt a strategy 
that includes entrepreneurship, creativity, and innovation in 
the curricula of all stages of education; provide non-formal 
education and basic skills to promote creativity and innovation, 
and enhance the capacity of those working directly with young 
people. If students leave school without knowing how to 
continuously create and innovate, they will be underprepared 
for the challenges of society and the workforce. Benchmarking 
and tracking progress against best-performing countries in their 
ability to generate knowledge and innovate is another beneficial 
approach to acquiring best-practice know how.

The top five most innovative countries based on 2016 Global 
Innovation Index included Switzerland, Sweden, United 
Kingdom, United States and Finland. Enhancing Regional 
Capacity for Innovation can result in a more added value 
economy. At the same time, investment in R&D can drive 
innovation at a country level. To improve its global competitive 
position, the GCC needs to raise R&D investments to >1.5% of 
GDP and attract more scientists into the R&D sector to achieve 
2000+ researcher per one million people, said Dr. Abduljauwad.

He went on to highlight the findings from a recent survey by 
University of California (UCSF) which revealed a “branching 
career pipeline” where graduate students consider a broad 
range of career options, with a third intending to pursue a 
non-research career path. To support this approach, authors 
recommended better training and mentoring emphasizing 
career planning and professional skills development. In another 
GA Tech survey of PhD students, more than a third who have 

plans to pursue post-doctorate degrees said they had more 
interest in research careers outside academia.

To ensure flexibility and adequate preparation for their 
best career choice, academic institutions should focus on 
developing the following key skillsets in students, according 
to the OECD and European Union –technical skills to produce 
new product and services; entrepreneurship skills to be able to 
recognize economic opportunities and act effectively on them; 
management skills and personal maturity skills.

What is innovation?
Dr. Al Nahwi defined innovation in the context of the oil and 
gas industry as coming up with new ideas or combining new 
ideas with knowledge and science to solve a problem towards 
creating a value added proposition. One way to think of value 
is anything that is demanded by industry, an organization or 
consumers. Although safety does not have a price, it is a highly 
important aspect of the industry’s day-to-day operations, and 
can therefore serve as key driver behind innovation efforts. It is 
in this set of thoughts that those who wish to pursue a career in 
R&I must perseverance in the pursuit of creating value. He also 
cautioned the students among the audience that success takes 
time. 

Saudi Arabia’s R&I 
landscape
Dr. Bakr highlighted Saudi Arabia’s historic role as an epicenter 
for materials research and studies, but also its disadvantages 
and limitation compared to other global academic institutions at 
the time. He touched upon the “brain drain” from the Kingdom 
towards leading innovation countries like the US which has 
for years been able to attract some of the country’s top 
talent. For those young graduates to return home, they need 
an environment that offers challenging and appealing work 
opportunities, but also world-class facilities and opportunities to 
innovate. To be able to fully realize its vision, Saudi Arabia must 
make the shift from price based to knowledge based economy, 
but how? The economy depends on a number of factors and 
education, research, R&D are essential part of it. By realizing 
the role of education in its modern day economy, a country can 
nurture an environment of new ideas, new technologies and 
innovation. In addition, adequate investment in the economy 
and the establishment of more advanced facilities in the 
industrial or services sectors will also be required.

Leaders of Tomorrow is an initiative that aims 
to promote STEM education throughout the 
petrochemical and chemical industry in the GCC 
region. This is achieved through GPCA member 
companies, which are composed of leading 
producers in the Arabian Gulf, sponsoring students 
to attend the GPCA events with an ambition of 
bridging the gap between academia and industry 
and introducing them to a hands-on experience. 
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