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The healthcare sector continues to remain a high-
priority area for the GCC governments. With the
outbreak of COVID-19, the GCC governments have
been making substantial investments to ramp up
hospital capacities to address the sudden surge in
demand. In addition, with the high incidences of
non-communicable diseases, prevalence of an
ageing population and increasing penetration of
health insurance, the demand for healthcare in the
GCC is expected to remain high in the long term.

Driven by demand and government spending, the healthcare sector in the GCC countries 
is undergoing a wide-scale transformation. The sector remains among the key focus 
areas of the long-term economic diversification strategy of the region.

Figure 1: Healthcare Expenditure in the 
GCC, US$ billion

Source: World Bank, WHO, IMF, ARDENT Advisory, Fitch

Figure 2: Healthcare Spending, % 
of GDP, 2020

Source: World Bank, WHO, IMF, ARDENT Advisory, Fitch

Per capita healthcare spending of most of the GCC
countries is higher than the global average of ~US$
1,225. However, the percentage spend of GDP in
healthcare is lower than the global average of
10.3% and that of developed countries such as the
US, Germany, Canada and the UK.

Within the GCC, Qatar has the highest per capita
spending of US$ 1,875; however, its healthcare
spending as a % of GDP remains the lowest at
3.7%.

Figure 3: Healthcare Spending 
per Capita, US$, 2020
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HEALTHCARE SECTOR OVERVIEW

Healthcare spending in the GCC is expected to
increase at a CAGR of 4.9% to ~US$ 99.6 billion in
2023 from US$ 86.2 billion in 2020.

In terms of absolute expenditure, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE are the largest markets, together
accounting for ~80% of the region's healthcare
spending in 2020. While the high spend amount of
Saudi Arabia directly correlates to its vast
population, the high spend amount of the UAE is a
factor of its higher per capita spending. Healthcare
spending in Kuwait is expected to expand at a
CAGR of 6.4% between 2020 and 2023 driven by
anticipated high government spending on
healthcare.
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COVID-19 Impact

COVID-19 has severely disrupted the global
healthcare industry. GCC countries have been
quick to respond to this crisis and ramped up their
healthcare and diagnostic facilities to meet the
demand surge.

The testing capacities of most GCC countries were
better than those of advanced countries such as
the US, the UK and Singapore. For example, the
UAE quickly scaled up its COVID-19 testing
capabilities and by October 2020, the UAE had
conducted 10.32 million tests. The UAE has one of
the highest testing densities globally.

Most GCC countries have also established drive-
through testing facilities to ramp up testing rates.

GCC countries have also quickly ramped up their
healthcare infrastructure in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, Saudi Arabia
set up field hospitals in Mecca and Jeddah. Saudi
Arabia also designated 25 hospitals with an overall
capacity of 80,000 beds and 8,000 ICU beds for
COVID-19 patients. It added ~2,200 beds in a
span of three months.

The UAE rapidly expanded its bed capacities to
address the sudden surge in demand due to the
COVID-19 impact. For example, the UAE
established facilities in Dubai and Abu Dhabi with
bed capacities of 5,000 and 1,200, respectively.
Several dedicated hospitals were opened in Abu
Dhabi, including field hospitals in Khalifa City.

Qatar built a medical isolation facility, in the
outskirts of Doha, with a capacity of 12,500 beds.
Kuwait constructed a makeshift hospital with a
capacity of 1,700 beds to treat COVID-19 patients.

In addition, most GCC countries have been offering
free of cost testing, quarantine and treatment
services at public health facilities to both nationals
and expatriates.

The pandemic has strained the already limited
healthcare personnel in the GCC. To increase
availability of healthcare personnel to treat COVID-
19 patients, Kuwait and the UAE have called
doctors and nurses from India, Pakistan and
Cuba. For example, in June 2020, Kuwait hired
300 Cuban doctors and nurses to treat COVID-19
patients. In May 2020, a team of health workers
from India flew to the UAE after a request from the
latter.
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The pharmaceutical industry in the GCC has
been growing rapidly over the years on the back
of favourable demographic and economic factors.
In addition, GCC countries have been focussing
on developing local R&D and manufacturing
capabilities to reduce their reliance on foreign
drugs and promote the use of locally
manufactured generic drugs.

Even though the per capita income of GCC
countries is at par or higher than most developed
countries, the pharmaceutical spending per
capita is lower than the developed countries. This
indicates a high potential for growth of the
pharmaceutical industry in the GCC region.

Of all GCC countries, Bahrain has the highest
contribution to pharmaceutical spending at 1.4%
of its GDP; this is much lower than that of
developed countries such as the US, Germany
and Japan at 1.7%, 1.8% and 2.2%, respectively.

Figure 14: Pharmaceutical Market in 
GCC, US$ billion
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Source: World Bank, IMF, ARDENT Advisory, Fitch

Figure 15: Pharmaceutical Sales, % 
of GDP, 2020

Source: World Bank, IMF, ARDENT Advisory, Fitch

Figure 16: Pharmaceutical Spending 
Per Capita, US$, 2020
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PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY OVERVIEW

The pharmaceutical market grew at a CAGR of
4.5%, from US$ 12.5 billion in 2015 to US$ 15.5
billion in 2020. It is projected to expand at a
CAGR of 5.0%, reaching US$ 18 billion by 2023.
This growth is expected to be driven by high
prevalence of non-communicable diseases,
government efforts to develop the industry and
rise in the GCC population.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are the largest
pharma markets in the GCC, accounting for
59% and 21%, respectively, as of 2020. Saudi
Arabia's market size is mainly attributed to the
large population base, while the UAE's market
size is attributed to its high per capita spend on
medicines.
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