The New Gold: Saudi Arabia’s
Transition from Oil to Artificial

Intelligence

January 21st, 2026

For decades, the global image of Saudi Arabia’s economy was defined by a single resource: oil.
However, under the ambitious framework of Vision 2030, the Kingdom is undergoing a radical
structural transformation. By leveraging its "cheap assets", including vast unoccupied land and
world-leading low-cost energy, Saudi Arabia is pivoting toward becoming a global hub for the
next industrial revolution: Artificial Intelligence (Al) and digital infrastructure.

A Foundation of Vision 2030

Launched in 2016, Vision 2030 is a comprehensive blueprint designed to diversify the Saudi
economy and reduce its dependence on oil. Central to this plan is the development of a
knowledge-based society and a thriving private sector. While tourism and entertainment projects
(such as the Six Flags theme park, planned Dragon Ball & Universal theme parks, and the Neom
mega-project) capture many headlines, the Kingdom's "quiet" bet on computing power may prove
to be its most significant economic engine.

The Power Play: From Solar to Silicon

The global surge in Al adoption has created an insatiable demand for electricity. While a single
advanced Al model currently requires 100 to 150 megawatts for training, projections suggest this
could leap to over four gigawatts per model by 2030 (Jenkins, 2025). Saudi Arabia has identified
this as a critical opportunity to woo Al companies.
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Figure 1. Forecast for peok power demand required to train the lorgest frontier models, with historic frontier Al power
growth and historic training runs highlighted for context. Graph prepared by Epoch Al

So why are Al companies looking toward the Middle East?

The answer lies in the math: Saudi Arabia provides energy at nearly 80% less than the United
States. While the U.S. and Europe grapple with rising labor and hardware costs that have pushed
solar prices to $67 per MWh, the Kingdom has secured rates as low as $12.9 per MWh (Barakat,
2025). This energy surplus is backed by a robust grid producing 400 TWh annually. Note that
while traditional tech hubs rely on ultra-low latency to prevent costly downtime, Al training is less
sensitive to the hundreds of milliseconds of 'buffer times' created by geographical distance, as
the demand for LLM models is extremely inelastic. By capitalizing on this technical flexibility and
the Kingdom's aggressive shift toward renewable energy under Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia is
effectively becoming the most competitive 'power plant' for the global Al revolution.

Humain and the Al Ecosystem

At the heart of this strategy is Humain, a state-backed entity launched under the Public
Investment Fund (PIF) in 2025. Humain's mission is to build the world’s first "full-stack" Al
infrastructure, spanning from new data centers and cloud platforms to training localized large
language models like ALLAM, an Arabic-first multimodal Al (The Economist, 2025).

Humain’s scale is unprecedented. The project aims to handle approximately 6% of the world’s Al
workload by 2034 (Butler, 2026). Key initiatives include:



e The "Al Zone" in Riyadh: A collaboration with Amazon Web Services (AWS) to deploy
150,000 Al accelerators for training and inference workloads. xAl has agreed to a 500MW
capacity facility, along with STC & Khazan, with a planned 1 GW of capacity in its facilities
each

e Project Halo: A planned 2-gigawatt Al supercluster, set to be one of the largest compute
infrastructure projects globally.

e NVIDIA Partnership: A strategic deal to build "Al Factories" powered by several hundred
thousand of NVIDIA's most advanced GPUs.

e Hexagon Data Center: With a 480MW capacity, it is planned to be the largest
government data center in the world.
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By attracting major US-based Al firms like xAl, the Kingdom is leveraging these low energy costs
to the best of its ability.

Sustainable Growth and the Water Scarcity Challenge

Despite the rapid expansion, Saudi Arabia faces a significant hurdle: the environmental cost of
cooling massive data centers in an arid climate. In 2024, the Kingdom's data centers consumed



an estimated 15 billion liters of water. If growth continues unchecked, some researchers estimate
this could rise to 87 billion liters, roughly 4% of the country's current water output (Barakat, 2025).

To ensure this growth is sustainable, the Kingdom is investing in advanced cooling technologies:

e Liquid Cooling: Solutions championed by firms like Schneider Electric can reduce water
consumption by up to 92% by delivering coolant directly to the chips.

e Desalination and Wastewater: While energy-intensive, Saudi Arabia’s world-leading
desalination infrastructure provides up to 90% of the region’s freshwater, and companies
like Google are exploring the use of seawater for cooling.

e Dry-Cooling: Transitioning toward air-cooled or dry-cooling technologies is essential to
mitigating the risks of water scarcity in the desert environment.

The Future Outlook

The economic impact is already visible. Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows into Saudi Arabia
rose from $5.3 billion in 2020 to over $31 billion by 2024, with annual inflows expected to remain
above $20 billion through 2025 and beyond (Barakat, 2025). By 2026, technology spending in
the MENA region is forecasted to reach $169 billion, driven largely by the Saudi Al boom.

By combining its natural solar abundance with high-speed regulatory support and massive
sovereign investment, Saudi Arabia is not just diversifying its economy; it is attempting to become
the central nervous system of the global Al economy.
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