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Technology

A key driver of improved transparency has 
been the volume of real estate data now 
available due to the growing adoption 
of property technology platforms, digital 
tools, and big data techniques. Although 
real estate markets have historically faced 
challenges when implementing new 
technology, the COVID-19 pandemic has lead 
to an acceleration in new types data (e.g., 
health, mobility, and space usage) being 
collected and disseminated in near-real-
time. While the highest levels of proptech 
adoption are in markets such as France, 
Netherlands, Australia, and the UK, disruptive 
technologies provide an exciting opportunity 
for emerging markets (such as those in the 
Middle East) to quickly catch up, leapfrogging 
more established markets in a diminishing 
timeframe.

Sustainability

Although ‘Highly Transparent’ global markets 
remain at the forefront of driving higher 
sustainability standards, emerging markets 
such as Abu Dhabi are among the fastest 
improvers. Similarly, health and wellness are 
at the forefront of the journey towards a post-
pandemic world. This journey requires data 
transparency on health and wellness metrics 
for building owners and occupiers alike. 
Those projects that can reassure investors 
and occupiers of their wellness credentials are 
likely to outperform in what will remain an 
extremely competitive market.  

Thierry Delvaux

Chief  Executive Officer, 
Middle East and Africa, JLL

Driven by the recognition that more 
transparent real estate markets attract higher 
investment volumes and strong occupier 
demand, governments and market players 
have worked together to increase real estate  
transparency over the past 20 years.

This year, the topic was brought into sharper 
focus as governments, businesses, and 
communities worldwide tackle the far-
reaching implications of COVID-19. During 
such uncertainty, the need for transparent 
processes and accurate, timely data on 
real estate markets becomes essential. 

Welcome 
As a response to the current disruption, 
we expect to see rapid change and 
transformation in the sector.  Primarily, we 
are likely to see an escalation in the adoption 
and integration of technologies to harness 
property data’s power and help boost real 
estate transparency. This year has also 
brought about the urgent need for action on 
sustainability and the health and well-being 
of individuals. Our view is that these factors 
will continue to influence different markets’ 
relative performance and their overall 
investment attractiveness.
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“

”

The Global Real Estate Transparency Index 
(GRETI) provides a reliable measure of real 
estate market transparency and is a useful 
indicator of a city’s overall ‘real estate 
investment health.’ In this year’s edition, the 
Index reveals the increasing attractiveness of 
Dubai as an investment hub within the region; 
the city has maintained its position as the 
most transparent market in the Middle East 
over the period from 2008-2020.  
 
In keeping with the overall strategy of 
increasing transparency and attracting 
larger volumes and values of foreign direct 
investments, The Dubai Land Department 
(DLD) has introduced a raft of vital initiatives 
to improve transparency over the past few 
years. 

These include:
• Creation of an official transaction-based          
   index, Mo’asher
• Launching Dubai REST, a smart real estate         
  platform for multiple services
• Dubai Blockchain Strategy
• Dubai Green Building Regulations
• Dubai Real Estate Open data
• Building Classification System (BCS) 
• Standardizing tenancy contracts 
• Enforcing quality and readily available 
  pre-sale information for all off-plan and 
  existing projects

While significant progress has been made in recent years, we recognize that Dubai’s 
real estate market has yet to improve in various areas to enhance the level of market 
transparency even further. The measures we look to introduce will form an essential 
component of Dubai’s goal of attracting higher foreign investment levels.

H.E. Sultan Butti bin Mejren

Director General of Dubai Land Department

Abu Dhabi a top performer mainly on 
the back of sustainability initiatives 

Driven by the introduction of further initiatives 
to promote corporate and real estate 
sustainability, Abu Dhabi has emerged as a 
top performer globally, reflecting positively 
on the overall transparency ranking and 
future investment outlook. Among the many 
initiatives introduced, the UAE Ministry of 
Climate Change and Environment signed 
a pledge with the Abu Dhabi Global Market 
(ADGM), a financial Freezone, to embed 
sustainable finance policies in the UAE. This 
refers to any form of corporate or investment 
financial service which yields environmental, 
social, and economic benefits. 

The first Green REIT was also established 
at the ADGM in early 2020 by Masdar, a 
subsidiary of Mubadala Investment Company 
and one of the world’s leading renewable 
energy and sustainable real estate companies. 
Green REIT’s property portfolio will initially 
include four commercial properties in Masdar 
City, Abu Dhabi. 

The Abu Dhabi Digital Authority (ADDA) also 
unveiled a new Abu Dhabi Data Management 
Program (DMP), offering a data-centric 
platform and sharing ecosystem. This falls 
under the Open Data initiative under the 
city’s development accelerator program, 
Ghadan 21. 

Regional performance

The MENA region continues to see its largest markets make incremental gains in transparency, 
while many other countries lag behind. In the UAE, Dubai (36th) has further strengthened 
its position as the most transparent real estate market in the region, climbing up the global 
ranks three places. However, it was the capital Abu Dhabi (48th) which recorded substantial 
improvement in transparency, becoming one of the top performers globally on the back of 
its strong sustainability initiatives. Meanwhile, with a focus on diversifying its economy away 
from oil and attracting private investments, Saudi Arabia ranked 3rd in the MENA region. 
Overall however, the region has seen transparency levels decline from 2018.

Dubai continues to 
record improvements

Dubai (36th) continues to strengthen its 
position as the most transparent real estate 
market in MENA. The most significant initiative 
launched in 2019 was the creation of an 
official transaction-based index, Mo’asher, 

by the Dubai Land Department (DLD) in 
partnership with a private sector entity. While 
the new index may lack the robustness of 
the valuation-based indices available in 
more mature markets, Mo’asher constitutes a 
potentially important step forward for Dubai, 
as it means the establishment of a single index 
that is widely used by all market participants.
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Saudi Vision and National 
Transformation Plan drive the need 
for more transparency 
 
Although further effort is needed for the 
country to significantly climb up the global 
transparency ranking, there remains strong 
commitment to the implementation of 
positive reforms to expand the economy and 
the real estate market. Conscious of the role 
data plays in market transparency, the Saudi 
government rebranded its publicly available 

central database - The General Authority for 
Statistics – and has continued to collate more 
data from government agencies. Ministries 
and government organizations such as the 
Ministry of Finance and the Saudi Arabian 
Monetary Authority have also begun to 
publish more micro-level indicators on a 
monthly and quarterly basis. Data from the 
Ministry of Justice has also become a valuable 
indicator for commercial and residential real 
estate transactions and performance.

More promising outlook for 
transparency in Egypt while 
the rest of MENA lags
 
While recording no noticeable improvements 
in overall ranking in 2020, Egypt’s (60th) 
economy and real estate sector performed 
strongly over the past couple of years on 
the back of various initiatives launched to 
attract private investments, one of which was 
a recent personal data protection law. The 
government is currently undertaking extensive 
strategic plans to ease doing business, lure 
more foreign direct investments, reinforce 
the role of the private sector through public-
private partnerships (PPPs), and enhance the 

country’s overall investment climate. In the 
long run, the extent to which both the public 
and private sector collaborate to share data, 
will transform the real estate sector further. 

Elsewhere in the region, political and social 
headwinds continue to overshadow any 
potential progress towards improving real 
estate transparency. Libya (99th) and Iraq (97th) 
continue to rank the lowest globally, while 
Lebanon (87th) dropped further down the 
ranking. Over the course of the past two years 
the country has faced various economic woes 
which have hindered progress in real estate 
transparency. 

Access our website
 
In addition to this report, the results of the Global Transparency Index 2020 are also presented in an interactive 
website (link below). 

The website allows users to explore the different components of real estate transparency at a global, regional and 
national level. Datasets for all 99 countries and territories covering composite and sub-index scores can also be 
downloaded, while a series of interactive visualizations facilitate a comparison of transparency between locations.

We trust that GRETI 2020 will provide valuable insights into the changes in real estate transparency across the globe. 
A complete description of the methodology used to create this Index is set out in the Technical Note.

Real Estate Transparency in MENA, 2020

North Africa                                 Levant                                  Gulf Region

2020 
Composite 
score 

Transparency 
level 

Market

Semi

Low

Opaque

36        UAE - Dubai                     2.75
48                 UAE - Abu Dhabi            3.10
57                 Saudi Arabia                    3.40
60                 Egypt         3.52
61        Morocco         3.60
66        Jordan         3.69
70        Bahrain                             3.83
73        Pakistan         3.88
74        Kuwait         3.98
75        Qatar          4.03
78        Iran          4.07
81        Oman          4.18
86        Tunisia         4.36
87            Lebanon         4.38
91         Algeria           4.44
97         Iraq         4.60
99         Libya         4.73

2020 
Composite 

rank

Dubai registers further 
improvement in market data 
availability and on the cusp of 
“Transparent”.

Abu Dhabi among top global 
improvers on the back of 
sustainability open data 
initiatives. 

Morocco continues to 
advance as it finalizes new 
REIT framework. 

Political and economic 
challenges cause several 
markets to regress including 
Tunisia, Lebanon, Algeria, 
Iraq and Libya. 

Source: JLL, LaSalle Investment Management
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https://www.jll-mena.com/Transparency

https://www.us.jll.com/en/trends-and-insights/research/global-real-estate-transparency-index
https://www.jll-mena.com/en/trends-and-insights/research/global-real-estate-transparency-index
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Perspectives on 
transparency  
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Adoption of technologies across MENA

The proptech component of the Transparency 
Index reveals MENA is still at a relatively 
nascent stage when it comes to the adoption 
of new technologies. However, within the 
region, Dubai stands out as a leader in 
adopting proptech technologies to facilitate 
this transition into a fully integrated smart 
city. The Smart City initiative, launched in 
2014, aims to provide seamless services to the 
public through the introduction of six major 
pillars with over 100 initiatives on transport, 
communications, infrastructure, electricity, 
economic services, and urban planning. 

More recently, Dubai Municipality’s Geographic 
Information System (GIS) Centre launched 
‘Dubai Here’, an electronic system  which 
aims to provide a Digital Twin of the city’s 
assets, infrastructure, and landmarks, ranging 

from commercial and residential buildings 
and units, to external green areas and roads 
and transport lines. This digital replica of the 
Emirate, enhanced with IoT technologies and 
linked to real-time information and analytics, 
will provide all the necessary information 
for planning and managing the city more 
effectively. 

Where the UAE particularly stands out and 
ranks highly in the Index, is in encouraging 
blockchain deployment. Blockchain creates 
digital records for assets and can verify 
transactions and maintain transparent and 
timely records of property transfers. One such 
tool is the Investment Map Portal introduced 
by the Dubai Land Department. The tool 
is improving transparency by streamlining 
transactions and making information 
available to involved parties, thus helping 
investors make more informed and data-
driven decisions.

Data-driven smart cities & transparency 

A ‘smart city’ has become synonymous with city success – city governments around the world 
have been looking to smart city solutions to become more competitive, efficient, sustainable 
and resilient. However, there are many challenges to a city to becoming ‘smart’, not least in 
creating scalable and meaningful solutions. There is a growing recognition of the role that the 
real estate industry plays in creating the solutions – particularly with the rise of proptech - and 
as our buildings become smarter.

Major gateway cities across the Middle East have so far made some good progress in 
transforming their economies and developing their real estate towards becoming efficient and 
transparent. Several governments are taking the lead in implementing and adopting smart 
city solutions in order to move up the value chain and working with the commercial real estate 
industry to roll out new services, technologies, and harvest more data.

Saudi Arabia has also made progress
towards the digitization of the country 
in recent years, since its commitment to 
diversify its economy away from the 
hydrocarbon sector. The National Strategy
for Digital Transformation in the Kingdom 
aims to adopt telecommunications and 
information-communication technologies 
(ICT) in order to facilitate the transformation 
towards a knowledge-based economy. 

In addition, the Kingdom has committed USD 
500 billion to the development of NEOM, a 
utopian mega-city along the Red Sea coast. 
Connected infrastructure, smart buildings, 
and disruptive transport and mobility 
solutions (e.g. drones), are all key features 
of the futuristic smart city set to attract 
private and institutional investments.

Overcoming key barriers

Despite the positive drivers to smart 
cities, there are a number of challenges 
along the way. The cost of infrastructure 
and complicated implementation and 
maintenance is one hurdle. Funding for new 
projects and the approval process may also 
take time. To overcome these however and 
ease implementation, greater collaboration 
between stakeholders across the public and 
private sector needs to take place. This is 
particularly true as the incentives of each 
may be unaligned. 

In addition, there are various security and 
privacy issues that have come into light over 
the past few years. These can be alleviated 
by adding transparency and communication 
to the process; describing the technology, 
identifying the types and sources of data it 
uses, and communicating what will be done 
with the data harvested.  

When combined, technology and data 
have the power to alter the way cities are 
governed and managed. While this would 
primarily result in increased connectivity 
and engagement across communities and 
stakeholders, it also plays a key role in 
improving transparency and increasing the 
attractiveness and competitiveness of cities.

Proptech Adoption by Market 
Top 5 MENA Markets

Proptech Adoption by Market 
Top 5 Global Markets
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2.40
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*The lower the score, the higher the proptech adoption.
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The Middle East has seen some of the world’s 
fastest urbanization rates over the past 30 
years, driven by rapid demographic and 
economic changes. Countries across the 
region also hold ambitious future growth 
targets, including several entirely new 
megacities. The International Energy Agency 
(IEA) also predicts that the MENA region’s 
primary energy demand will double by 2030. 
While this growth is driven by the industrial 
sector (through the production and refining 
of hydrocarbon and desalination plants), 
end-user and domestic demand are also 
substantial, through increased use of air 
conditioning.

To this extent, governments and businesses 
will need to plan, design, and invest in cities’ 
sustainable urbanization by addressing many 
development issues such as energy and 
water consumption, air quality, and waste 
management, among others. While the Middle 
East remains below more established markets 
in adopting real estate sustainability initiatives 
to support these efforts, there has been rapid 
progress in several key areas, mainly in the UAE.  

Sustainable urbanization & development

The impact of urbanization on climate change is evident, with cities contributing as much as 
70% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions (UN-Habitat). Aside from the environmental 
impact, cities are also engines for economic growth and account for as much as 80% of the 
world’s gross domestic product (World Bank). If managed well, urbanization and city expansion 
can contribute to the long-term economic prosperity of countries. 

Assessing sustainability across MENA

Net zero carbon
Diverging from economies that rely heavily 
on the energy sector, a growing number of 
countries and organizations across the Middle 
East, particularly in the Gulf states, have 
pledged to become Net-Zero by 2050, in 
line with the goals of the Paris Agreement.

Green building certification
The UAE is taking the lead on green buildings, 
with its increasing adoption of Abu Dhabi’s 
Estidama Pearl Rating System and Dubai’s 
Green Building Regulations, covering the 
design, resources and materials used in 
construction, and the operation of 
buildings once complete. 

Energy efficiency standards

The Regulatory and Supervisory Bureau 
(RSB) in Dubai has established an operational 
energy rating system to improve existing 
buildings’ efficiency. Actual data is analyzed 
and assessed against the most suitable 
benchmark data for a similar asset, before 
a rating is provided, allowing owners to 
identify areas where they need to invest to 
increase their assets’ efficiency. We expect 
this assessment method to launch in its full 
capacity in 2021. 

Wellness frameworks

To date, the uptake of WELL building 
standards in the Middle East is limited. 
However, COVID-19 brought the health 
and wellness agenda to the forefront of 
discussions and is likely to fast-track the 
rise of ‘well buildings.’ The number of 
certified buildings is expected to increase as 
owners seek to demonstrate their projects’ 
competitive advantage, and corporate 
occupiers are more health-conscious 
and employee-centric.

The changing economics of sustainable development

The initial drive for more sustainable buildings came from tenants with the corporate sector 
experiencing a significant change of mindset over the past few years. More than 900 global 
corporates (including JLL) have signed up to science-based targets (SBT’s) to reduce their 
carbon emissions in line with the terms of the Paris Agreement on Climate Action. Many of
these businesses are now imposing sustainability criteria in their lease selection process, 
effectively reducing the pool of potential demand for less sustainable buildings.
 
Responding to the desires of their tenants, investors are also now placing a premium on 
sustainability with a marked increase in investor interest in certified buildings, energy and 
emissions efficiency. Hardly a week goes by without another investor heralding the advantages 
of more sustainable-certified buildings can generate higher distributable income, with many 
mainstream investors saying they will only invest in certified projects.

Against this background, it is not surprising that informed developers are now paying increased 
attention to both tenants and investors’ desire for more sustainable assets. An example of this 
is ICD Brookfield Place in the Dubai International Financial Center (DIFC), which has recently 
become the first commercial building in the MENA region to achieve a platinum LEED rating.   

Sustainability Transparency
Top Positions in 2020

Source: JLL, LaSalle

UAE – Abu Dhabi, India, Slovakia
New Zealand, Philippines 
Switzerland, UAE – Dubai, Portugal

Belgium, Ireland
Hong Kong SAR 
Finland, Italy, Germany

Netherlands, Sweden
Denmark, Spain, Japan

UK, U.S. 
Canada, Singapore

France
Australia
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ICD Brookfield Place 

ICD Brookfield Place is a Grade A commercial tower located in Dubai’s International Financial 
Centre (DIFC). In addition to enjoying the many advantages of being centrally located in the DIFC 
and surrounded by prime dining and retail outlets, the tower recently (August 2020) achieved its 
LEED® Platinum rating, the highest rating awarded by the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), 
making it the tallest and largest building of its kind in the MENA region. The project features 
various innovative sustainability and wellness initiatives.  

Energy efficiency

ICD Brookfield Place was designed to achieve 
30% energy consumption savings. Several 
measures were adopted to ensure this, 
including the installation of high-performance 
glazing and insulation used to control solar 
gain and heat loss. In addition, all lighting 
within the premises is energy efficient (LED), 
with daylight sensors in place and a building 
management system (BMS) used to optimize 
energy usage. 

Materials and resources

During the construction of ICD Brookfield 
Place, 75% of the waste was recycled to 
reduce waste to landfill. In addition, 20% of 
construction materials were derived from 
recycled sources such as steel and concrete, 
with over 10% of the building materials 
sourced regionally (within 800 km of the site) 
to reduce the environmental impact from 
travel.

Air quality

ICD Brookfield Place has increased fresh 
air by more than 30% above the ASHRAE 
requirements and significantly above 
local standards, with UV light technology 
incorporated in the HVAC system to prevent 
the transmission of bacterial and viral 
infections. Smart building sensors have 
been installed throughout the tower to 
monitor air quality. The use of high-quality 
non-toxic paints, materials, and adhesives & 
the green cleaning policy also contributes 
to a healthy indoor environment.

Water

Bathrooms within ICD Brookfield Place use 
48% less water than the industry baseline and 
the water requirement for irrigation has been 
reduced by 60% due to the selection of low 
water demand plant species. In addition, the 
irrigation across the project utilizes recycled 
condensate water from the air conditioning 
system, therefore the building does not draw 
water from the municipal water supplies for 
the extensive landscaping across the project. 
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Community, movement and mind

A total of four acres of amenity spaces 
have been incorporated into the project 
to encourage people to meet, share, and 
collaborate. This includes a total of 140,000 
sq ft of green space, promoting better mental 
health and reducing the risk of cardiovascular 
disease. The project includes a 31-meter-
high civic space that will be used to host an 
award-winning arts and events program. The 
project also includes a community hub space 
that will host a vibrant and exciting calendar 
of workshops and classes designed for those 
who work and live in the DIFC, with a specific 
commitment to promoting mental health 
education.

Innovations

The innovative features of the project include 
a touch-free entry system allowing tenants 
to enter the building and travel to their office 
floor without once touching any surfaces. 
The project also includes a BIM-based 
facilities management platform that 
provides a common data environment 
for all relevant types of assets information, 
achieved by real-time integration of the Asset 
Information Model and the CAFM system.
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Transparency & infrastructure development 

Among the greatest challenges facing our urban environments is the provision of adequate 
public infrastructure, not only transport, telecommunications and power supplies, but also 
to respond to increasing demands for sanitation and healthcare facilities, which the COVID-19 
pandemic has brought into sharper focus.

Many governments are actively pursuing private sector participation in infrastructure 
investment, but private capital deployment requires a high level of transparency and access 
to reliable and high-quality metrics to support risk mitigation. The ambitions and experience 
of the Middle East region highlight the importance of transparency in unlocking private capital 
in infrastructure.

Attracting private capital in 
infrastructure across MENA

The numerous development plans launched 
over the past couple of years by countries in 
the Middle East, particularly the Gulf, have 
all emphasized the need to increase private 
participation and investment in various 
sectors of the economy. A key component 
of Saudi Arabia’s National Transformation 
Plan under Saudi Vision 2030 for example, is 
to increase the percentage of private sector 
investment from 40% of GDP in 2015 to 65% 
by 2030.

The COVID-19 pandemic coupled with the 
volatility in oil prices and the threat these two 

factors pose for regional growth, emphasizes 
the need to create a proactive strategy to 
attract private investment, particularly into 
infrastructure, which is an integral component 
to raising the standard of living across cities.

This has highlighted the need for greater 
transparency in the MENA region. With 
investors hesitant to deploy capital, the 
availability of data is essential to help 
decision-makers understand the performance 
of assets and correctly assess investment 
risks. This is key to unlocking investments 
and mobilizing private capital in alternative 
asset classes, which provides greater income 
stability.

A priority sector

One of the key factors which makes 
the conversation around infrastructure 
development crucial and relevant, is the 
expected population growth and urbanization 
rate across MENA. The region’s population
is projected to increase by around 40% over 
the next few decades (according to Oxford 
Economics), which puts increased strain on 
infrastructure be it roads and transport or 
education and healthcare.

Looking at a post-COVID era where 
unemployment rates are expected to be 

higher, maintaining and even increasing the 
spend on infrastructure and promoting the 
sector to private capital will be important to
support job creation. 

From an investment perspective, and as 
volatility and uncertainty impact sentiment, 
investors are focusing on defensive sectors 
that ensure long-term income stability. As 
such, investments into infrastructure, both 
transport and social, are expected to increase 
in the mid-to-long term. This presents an 
opportunity for governments to create more 
strategic partnerships with private investors.

Challenges to investing in infrastructure in MENA

Impediments to private participation in infrastructure across the region are wide-ranging, and 
the underlying structures and frameworks are still in nascency, albeit with variances across the 
region.

One barrier that hinders the private sector’s participation in infrastructure is the absence of a 
clear regulatory framework and a PPP central unit which can act as a ‘one-stop shop’ between 
public and private entities. This results in ambiguity of processes and further widens the gap 
between both parties, limiting the scope for public-private engagement to develop projects.

To successfully promote this model, it is imperative to put in place proper guidelines supported 
by revised regulations that clearly set out the roles, responsibilities and returns of different 
participants in the process. This will create a framework and achieve a more sustainable 
business model in the long term.

The importance and relevance of this is highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
government hospitals at full capacity across the region, private sector hospitals have been 
requisitioned to provide additional beds. The financial arrangements by which these patients 
are currently being treated is placing an unsustainable burden on private sector hospitals 
that have also been starved of income from the cancellation of routine and elective surgeries 
and from the closure of many clinics and other operations. Unless a new model is found, the 
financial viability of private operators will quickly be called into question.

The lack of available and reliable data also acts as a hindrance to attracting private investment 
into the sector. While an economic crisis may not be the best time to increase mobilization 
of private capital, the lack of data further inhibits understanding the performance of projects 
and the risk factors. Certainly, across the region, the absence of data-collection policies and 
platforms remains an unfulfilled prerequisite which countries should look at more seriously.

Given the uncertainties that lie ahead, we expect to see countries across the region reassess 
their business models, calling on more private participation in the execution of large-scale 
infrastructure projects. To make room for this, governments need to roll out efficient PPP 
models and adopt mechanisms to collect and make available data that will allow for a better 
assessment of the risk and reward profile of projects. This will lead to further innovation, 
greater effectiveness, and more accountability and transparency in the sector.
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