
We were delighted to invite a digital banking 
sector leader to KPMG’s Dubai office, for a 
conversation with Abbas Basrai and Goncalo 
Traquina. Olivier Crespin, co-founder and CEO 
of Zand, tells us about the rising importance  
of neobanks in the post-pandemic period. 

1.   What is your vision for the future 
readiness of banks?

With new modes of digital banking, people 
are getting used to simpler ways of making 
transactions. To offer a seamless experience, 
banks require strong data management, 
coupled with the right set of analytics 
methods.
Trust plays a very important role, as does 
regulation from the Central Bank that aims 
to assure customers’ safety. To meet these 
expectations, financial expertise in risk 
management related areas such as know-your-
customer (KYC) procedures and anti-money 
laundering (AML) give comfort to regulators.

2.   How is the rise of neobanks going to 
impact the UAE’s economy?

Regulators are keen to align the UAE’s digital 
agenda with the country’s banking industry 
to progress towards a completely digital 
world. Even though over 50 commercial banks 
are currently operating in the country, the 
Central Bank of the UAE established in 2020 
a dedicated FinTech office, paving the way for 
new native digital banks. 

Additionally, these newly developed digital 
banks are focusing on streamlining operations 
to conduct high-volume digital transactions 
to cater to the rising demand for digitization. 
Banks are also moulding their business 
strategies to act as a platform to connect 
various forms of digital transactions. They are 
identifying necessary hiring requirements and 
other operational aspects to establish  
their brands.

3.   Covid-19 has accelerated digitization 
across sectors. How would a future 
pandemic shape the banking industry 
over the next decade?

Covid-19 has acted as an accelerator to 
digitization in many ways, even in daily 
chores. People in the UAE are showcasing 
a digital readiness mindset. With a constant 
acceleration of this trend, digital banks are 
expected to fare well due to their innovative 
and agile nature. Our present aim is to 
streamline banking operations with  
minimal paperwork.

4.   The generation gap between millennials 
and Gen Z is challenging various sectors 
globally. How do you think digital banks 
and neobanks will meet the varied 
expectations of these generations?

The rising demand for personalization of 
banking services is mostly observed among 
the millennial and Gen Z population, globally. 
A few key drivers identified for operational 
success include:

—   Greater transparency in customers’ 
transaction operations

—   Increased focus on community 
welfare by giving back a portion of an 
organization’s profit to society, as well as on 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
considerations—including offering financial 
literacy to customers. At Zand, ESG lies at 
the heart of our strategy 

—   Cost redemption and effective cost 
management in the digital banking space 

5.   What does ‘Zand’ stand for and how is it 
cementing its brand position in the UAE?

The term ‘Zand’ is derived from the word 
‘Sand’ to reflect our roots, our approach, and 
how the customer’s needs are ingrained in 
everything we do. Every particle of sand is 
unique and beautiful. That is how we see our 
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customers, employees and partners. Yet, when 
we put the particles together, we create an 
ecosystem that is ever evolving. That’s why the 
orb in our logo is incomplete, to highlight our 
ongoing evolution. Sand is silicon and therefore 
digital. We aim to create a digitally sound 
community, with greater focus on sustainability 
and giving back to society.

6.   How do you expect the local banking 
industry to be disrupted with the launch 
of Zand’s fully digitized corporate and 
retail banking services?

While launching Zand, our primary motive is 
to act as a market differentiator in our space. 
Some areas we considered prior to  
launch were:

—   Ways to bring effective scalability and 
sustainability in digital banking operations, 
considering whether Zand’s operations  
can be fully digitized

—   Usage of data and analytics platforms to 
improve the customer experience and 
banking ecosystem, including lending 
processes and risk management operations

—   Alignment of a digital bank’s business 
strategies with the digital agenda of  
the UAE

—   Breaking down silos between retail and 
corporate banking so both aspects of the 
business work together.

7.   With the introduction of Zand or similar 
competitors in the global digital banking 
space, is physical banking expected to 
fade away?

Banking organizations are shifting to digital 
platforms quicker than expected, especially 
in the post-pandemic period. Many traditional 
banks are closing their physical branches, in 
turn extending digital banking operations.

Additionally, banks are trying to improve 
straight-through processing2 methods to 
enhance customers’ digital experience and 
further leverage data to align products and 
services with customer expectations. They are 
also venturing into the open banking space to 
bring about a revolution in the industry.

However, we still expect the essence of 
banking to remain intact for both traditional 
and digital banks, in terms of efficient 
risk management while handling clients, 
transactions and lending operations.

8.   What role is Zand expected to play 
to ensure alignment with the UAE’s 
sustainable future readiness plan?

To align with the UAE’s long-term vision on 
digitization, we at Zand aim to focus on:

—   Innovation and product launches, possibly 
venturing into areas such as stablecoin  
and cryptocurrency

—   Building an effective risk management 
system in line with the guidelines of the 
Central Bank of the UAE

—   Promoting growth of the country’s digital 
space in line with global industry standards

9.   What trends are we expecting to see in 
the banking industry in the near future?

The UAE’s digital banking space is still in its 
nascent stages, with a relatively small footprint 
of fully digitized service providers. Among 
existing service providers, Zand will be the 
first to cater to a wide group of customers, 
covering retail and corporate clients. The UAE’s 
digital banking space is expected to witness a 
number of trends, including:

—   A move towards a trusted decentralized 
networking structure, away from the 
traditional mode of banking. Decentralized 
channels include mobile banking, digital 
wallets, etc.

—   Enhanced transparency in digital 
transactions

—   Adoption of well-regulated cryptocurrency 
operations.

10.   How do you foresee the banking 
institutions contributing to the UAE’s 
ESG agenda in the near future?

We expect ESG to gain importance in the 
UAE’s digital banking space, especially with 
rising focus on the social and governance 
aspects in the post-pandemic period. Zand’s 
recent alliance with Dubai Cares and the Asian 
Business Leadership Forum at Expo 2020 is 
focused on promoting financial inclusion.

Further, in line with our focus on supporting 
the Web 3.03 open banking initiative, we are 
planning to offer financial literacy programs, 
and increase the scope for traceability of 
transactions and the supply chain in banking 
to smoothen back-end operations, such as 
tracking supplier records for compliance 
activities.



11.   How do you expect the banking 
industry to evolve in the next ten 
years? 

Following the golden rule of Banking 5.0, 
we have identified a few key areas that we 
expect will gain prominence over the next 
decade. These include:

—   Wider utilization of the ‘metaverse’ to 
harness the potential of virtual reality 

—   Increased digital footprint rather than 
concentrating on physical presence, and 
integration of various technologies to 
enhance the digital banking experience 

—   Easing the market entry process for 
new players, promoting the idea that 
any corporate can conduct banking 
operations

—   Democratization of banking through 
the provision of financial education to 
increase awareness among customers.

Olivier Crespin
Co-founder and CEO 
Zand Bank
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