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Project description  
 

The Regional virtual Market Place (RVMP) is an innovative project aiming at fostering regional 
economic growth and integration in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region as well as its 
integration with the rest of the world. In concrete terms, the RVMP would link buyers and sellers 
from the MENA region through an electronic platform – a website.  

The clients of such a platform would be firms that cannot afford to market their products abroad 
(participation to trade fairs, advertising, hiring export consultants …) or to conduct costly market 
research to identify business opportunities. SMEs are considered to be the main target of this 
initiative. A RVMP would be the adequate tool to promote their products -at low cost- in 
international markets and learn about clients expectations through their posted requests (for 
instance: a pharmaceutical SME in Belgium looking for some North African plants' oil extracts with 
some specific characteristics would be able to post a request through the platform).  

This RVMP would be likely to address the persistent market failure of access to markets by providing 
a virtual platform for North-South and South-South trade. It will also address information 
asymmetries by providing the sellers with information about the buyers’ expectations and the 
buyers with information about the seller's trustworthiness (through ratings provided by previous 
buyers, similar to the eBay system, or trustworthy national institutions like Chambers of Commerce).  

The RVMP could take two forms.  

- A relational RVMP: enabling buyers and sellers to get into contact1 or  
- A transactional RVMP: serving as a platform to intermediate actual transactions. This form of 

VMP can be considered as an upgraded version of the relational VMPs. It would offer 
technical solutions enabling participants, among others, to call for tenders, organize 
auctions, pay through a 100% secured payment platform, track goods’ delivery status, etc. 
This evolved system would be likely to further help SMEs overcome the main trade barriers 
they face. However, this would involve heavier developments and more complex business 
models for the RVMP.   

As part of the services that could be offered in both types of RVMP, training, translation, 
administrative coaching, and business development would be suitable as they would enhance the 
SMEs trade capabilities.  

The rationale for the Bank's involvement 
 

Similar initiatives have been launched in developing regions. The most successful one is 
www.alibaba.com, launched by a private firm in China, in 1999. Today, this B2B website serves a 
business community of more than 35 million registered users and the company's shares are publicly 
traded. Other initiatives such as www.tejari.com based in Dubai and tradekey.com are also 
noticeable.  

In the Middle East and North Africa region, such a private initiative is not likely to emerge due to the 
fact that we deal with a region rather than a country which create coordination issues. Moreover, 
the weakness of the private sector in the region and the limited experience of MENA SMEs in terms 

                                                           
1
 In this setting, the RVMP would be a mere catalog of products and sellers that buyers from all over the world 

could browse. 
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of export activities as well as the lack of export support services make the spontaneous emergence of 
a virtual platform unlikely.  

This is the reason why the Bank should be involved in the emergence of such a bridge between 
North and South as well as South and South SMEs enabling them to trade with each other.  Indeed, 
the Bank's global knowledge of the region and its needs in terms of trade integration makes it the 
ideal facilitator of such a regional initiative.   

Project genesis and milestones 
 

The idea 

At the origin of the idea of a regional virtual market place in the MENA region was the finding that 
when a buyer does some research over the internet to find a particular good or service in a foreign 
country, almost only East Asian products are offered through existing VMPs. A VMP for MENA 
products would be likely to provide regional SMEs with the needed visibility worldwide.  

Internal advocacy  

This idea was shared at an early stage with the Vice-Presidency of the MENA region who encouraged 
further research on that topic. In addition, this project might be considered as a new initiative in the 
framework of the Arab World Initiative. At some point, synergies could be found out with the MSME 
Financing facility to the extent that, among other additional services, a VRMP could promote 
financing facilities to exporting SMEs.  

The VMP mockup 

In order to give more concreteness to the project a mockup website has been designed (only visuals).  
This website gives a snapshot of the type of products that can be exchanged through the RVMP: 
Olives, rugs, plastic, marble, silver and cakes, etc… It also shows how some successful businesses and 
businessmen and businesswomen can be highlighted on the website2.  

 

                                                           
2
 The mockup website can be found at: http://s223773182.onlinehome.fr/eFair/mockup/accueil.html 
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The survey 

Once the project advocated internally, the team had to estimate the interest of potential 
stakeholders in the RVMP project. A short survey has been designed and sent out to the main 
potential institutional partners in the region and in destination markets in Europe (cf. next chapter).  

The RVMP survey 
 

For the purpose of better understanding the need for such a marketplace, a survey has been 
designed and sent out –in English and French- to 60 institutions in the MENA region. The recipients 
included ministries of economy, industry and trade, investment promotion agencies and chambers of 
commerce (cf. annex 2 for the complete list). 

The survey was designed around twelve questions (cf. annex 3 for the questionnaire). The survey 
assesses the respondents’ familiarity with the RVMP concept, their assessment of the need for such a 
regional initiative and the type of partners that could lead the initiative.  

The survey also assesses the need for additional services (training, financial services, translation, 
administrative coaching, and business development coaching…) needed to guarantee the success of 
the RVMP and enhance the SMEs trade environment as a whole in the targeted countries. 

The results 
 

Among the 60 targeted institutions in the region and beyond, 17 provided us with their feedback (i.e. 
a 28% response rate, which is quiet classical). This figure does not allow us to draw conclusions that 
are rigorously statistically significant. However, we can consider this exercise as a focus group with 
targeted stakeholders and we will analyze their feedback as such.  

 

Good familiarity with the RVMP concept 
 

The majority of the respondents, 88 percent, is familiar 
with the concept of a virtual marketplace and has 
already heard of similar initiatives. This is clearly an 
advantage to the extent that any further efforts (if any) 
deployed by the project leader to reach out in the 
region would –likely- be supported by domestic 
institutions.  

 

Usefulness of the RVMP 
 

All the respondents think the RVMP would be 
useful to businesses in their countries for their 
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export activities. They are quiet unanimous when it comes to the type of impact the RVMP could 
have: regional integration, outreach of products beyond the region and competitiveness effects.  

 

Targeted clients: beyond SMEs 
 

The RVMP is considered as a marketing tool for both SMEs and large companies for 76% of the 
respondents. This confirms the critical need of firms in the region, no matter their size, for support in 
terms of export. The extension of the primarily target to large companies is a positive input: it would 
in fact guarantee a faster and greater success to the RVMP since it would reach larger exporters in 
the region. Also, the RVMP could be used as a national tool to link large companies with potential 
local vendors i.e. SMEs.  

 

Great support and many potential implementers  
 

The project earned some momentum as 88 percent of respondents would be willing to support it. 
However, the private sector, alone or in 
partnership with the public sector is considered to 
be the best implementer of the RVMP. This 
position denotes a change in the region’s mindset. 
Indeed, the State is no longer considered as the 
only legitimate provider of such infrastructure.  

When it comes to the potential partners of the 
RVMP project beyond the region, the respondents 
cite first international governmental 
organizations such as: The United Nations 
Agencies, The World Bank, The Arab League, The 
European Union or the WTO (cf. Annex 4 for a complete list of potential partners).  These 
international organizations are trusted and have a good reputation in the region. Countries seek to 
partner with them for their knowhow and their funding.   

Then comes the private sector in general, first embodied by service providers such as transport and 
mail companies, ITC firms and B2B online directories …etc. This confirms the inclination of 
respondents to a public-private partnership in the implementation of the RVMP.  

Finally, local governmental agencies are identified by the respondents as potential partners of the 
RVMP. Their role locally in promoting and facilitating access to the RVMP could be critical to the 
success of the project.  

Additional services 
 

In terms of services that could be 
offered to the RVMP subscribing 
firms, the respondents have, in 
general responded positively to 
the services proposed in the 
survey. They have identified 
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transport, understanding global demand and assistance with international transactions guidelines 
as the top priority. Then come sourcing and pricing and finally, peripheral services such as: 
monitoring business activity, quality control, E-learning services, financial and insurance services.  

This feedback confirms again the importance of the logistical barriers to trade in the region and the 
need for lifting them in order to foster export activities.  

Over 82% of the respondents think that the offered services should be subsidized in order to make 
them more affordable for firms.  

Relational versus transactional RVMP 
 

Existing VMPs in the world can be filed in two 
categories:  

- Relational VMPs, these VMPs enable 
demand and supply to establish a contact 
 

- Transactional VMPs, these VMPs go 
beyond just establishing a contact and 
enable members to buy online and agree 
on a contract through the platform.  
 

The respondents have been asked about the relevance of each of these two types of VMPs. A slight 
preference went to the relational RVMP. The respondents being governmental institutions and not 
businessmen they certainly underestimate the productivity gains for firms from transactional 
services. This question has to be raised during further consultations preceding the project 
implementation.  

Proposed Next steps 
 

Overall, this survey confirms that an institutional push would be needed to catalyze scattered 
willingness and help materialize a regional infrastructure that appears to be welcomed by a lot of 
stakeholders. The World Bank may have a role to play in this domain.  

This initial impulse might be reinforced thanks to different parallel initiatives:  

- Country offices could be called on to contact the local Ministries, investment promotion 
agencies and chambers of commerce, entrepreneurs’ group and disseminate the project 
concept and findings in order to (i) continue to raise awareness and ownership of such a 
project, (ii) identify one or two champions likely to promote the RVMP domestically during 
the preparation phase, and (iii) help validate the type of RVMP that should be established 
(between a relational, a transactional or a relational likely to morph into a transactional).3 
 

- If the MENA Vice-President confirms that the World Bank should go beyond the mere 
promotion of the concept and play an active role in the establishment of such a regional 
infrastructure, MNSED-FPD could start, in partnership with national champions and or a 

                                                           
3
 This point is the very critical and should be further clarified: choice between a relational and a transactional 

VRMP. 
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regional organization or network (such as the Arab League or a Network of Chambers of 
Commerce), identifying the key steps toward a future implementation as well as the 
technical partners.  
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Annex 1: Examples of VMPs 
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Annex 2: The survey recipients and respondents  

 

# Organization Responded

1 Algeria - Agence National de Development de la PME (ANDPME) 

2 Algeria - Ministere de la PME et de l'Artisanat

3 Algeria - Ministry of Commerce

4 Bahrain - Ministry of Industry and Commerce

5 Bahrain chamber of commerce

6 Bahrein Tamkeen

7 Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture of Beirut and Mount Lebanon

8 Chambre Algerienne de Commerce et d'Industrie YES

9 Consortium General Union of Chambers of Commerce , Industry and Agriculture for Arab Countries

10 Council of Saudi Chambers of Commerce and Industry YES

11 Djibouti Agence Nationale pour la Promotion des  Investissements

12 Djibouti Chamber of Commerce YES

13 Djibouti-Ministère du commerce et de l'industrie

14 Egypt- Ministry of trade and industry YES

15 Egypt SME Development Unit within MOF

16 Eurochambres The association of european chambers of commerce and industry

17 Federation des Chambres Marocaines de Commerce, d'Industries et des Services YES

18 Federation of Egypt Chambers of Commerce

19 Federation Of Iraqi Chambers of Commerce

20 Federation of Jamahiriya Libya Chambers of Commerce, Industry & Agriculture

21 Federation of the Syrian Chambers of Commerce YES

22 France Union des Chambres de Commerce et D'Industrie Francaises a L'Etranger

23 Iraq - Ministry of Trade

24 Italy Italian chambers of commerce abroad

25 Jordan Chamber of Commerce

26 Jordan- Ministry of trade and industry

27 Kuwait - Ministry of Commerce and Industry

28 Kuwait Chamber Of Commerce & Industry

29 Le Fonds de Développement Economique de Djibouti

30 Lebanon - Ministry of Economy and Trade

31 Lebanon - Ministry of Industry YES

32 Libya -People's Committee for Economy, Trade, & Investment

33 Libyan Export Promotion Center

34 Morocco - Agence Nationale pour la Promotion de la Petite et Moyenne Entreprise (ANPME)

35 Morocco-Ministere de l'Industrie, du Commerce et des Nouvelles Technolgies

36 Morocco-Ministere du Commerce Exterieur

37 Morocco-Ministere du Tourisme et de L'Artisanat

38 Oman - Ministry of Commerce and Industry

39 Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry YES

40 Palestine Investment Promotion Agency YES

41 Qatar - Ministry of Business and Trade

42 Qatar - Ministry of Industry and Energy

43 Qatari Chamber of Commerce and Industry YES

44 Saudi Arabia-Ministry of Commerce and Industry

45 Spain Consejo Superior de Camaras de Comercio

46 Syrian Arab Republic - Ministry of Industry

47 Syrian Arab Republic -Ministry of Economy and Trade

48 Tunisia - Agence de Promotion de l'Industrie (API) YES

49 Tunisia - Ministry of Industry and Technology

50 Tunisia - Ministry of Trade and Handicrafts

51 Tunisian Union for Commerce, Industry and Handicrafts 

52 Turkey Istanbul Chamber of Commerce YES

53 United Arab Emirates - Ministry of Economy YES

54 United Arab Emirates - Ministry of Foreign Trade

55 United Arab Emirates Federation of United Arab Emirates Chambers
 of Commerce & Industry

56 West Bank & Gaza Federation of Palestinian Chambers of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture YES

57 West Bank & Gaza- Minister of National Economy YES

58 Yemen  - Ministry of Industry and Trade

59 Yemen Federation of Yemen Chamber of Commerce YES

60 Yemen General Investment Authority YES



Middle East and North Africa / Financial and Private Sector Development 

11 
 

Annex 3: The Questionnaire 
Questionnaire 

français - english 

Foreword: before answering the following questionnaire, please take a few minutes to browse these websites: 
www.alibaba.com 
www.tradekey.com or www.tejari.com 
http://s223773182.onlinehome.fr/eFair/mockup/ (a mock-up achieved for the purpose of this questionnaire) 
 
Definitions used in this questionnaire: 
VMP - Virtual Market Place: An electronic market place which allows members, be it suppliers, buyers, 
partners or clients, to come together on a virtual platform and are able to exchange products and/or advice, 
just like in a traditional market. There are 2 kinds of VMPs: the relational VMPs (these VMPs enable demand 
and supply to establish a direct contact) and the transactional VMPs (these VMPs go beyond and enable its 
members to do online competitive bid procurements). 
SME - Small and Medium Enterprise: An enterprise comprising between 10 and 250 employees. 
 

 

Country : 

 
Name of responding institution : 

 
1) Before browsing the above websites, were you familiar with the concept of Virtual Market Place?  

      Not familiar at all    Moderately familiar    Completely familiar 

 2) Had you ever heard about a similar existing (or in project) Virtual Market Place in your country and in the 
MENA region? 

      Yes    No 

3) After looking at the various Virtual Market Places -VMPs- that already exist and the mock-up, is this a 
website that would prove useful to the enterprises in your country to expand their export / import activity? 
If not, why and order the reasons why not from most constraining to least constraining. 

      Yes    No 

4) Do you think a regional VMP (as opposed to national VMPs) would be useful to: 

     a. Spur regional economic and trade integration? 

      Yes    No    I don't know 

     b. Improve the outreach of regional goods and services beyond the region? 

      Yes    No    I don't know 

     c. Improve global competitiveness of enterprises? 

      Yes    No    I don't know 

5) Would you be willing to support and promote a regional VMP in your country? 

      Yes    No 
6) If a regional VMP were to be set up, would that be more benefiting to national small and medium enterprises 
-SMEs- or to national large corporate (or both)? 

      large companies    SME    Both 

7) If a regional VMP were to be set up, who in the region should implement the project? 

     a. Governmental agencies?  Yes    No 

http://s223773182.onlinehome.fr/eFair/?language=fra
http://s223773182.onlinehome.fr/eFair/?language=eng
http://www.alibaba.com/
http://www.tradekey.com/
http://www.tejari.com/
http://s223773182.onlinehome.fr/eFair/mockup/
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     b. Private sector?  Yes    No 

     c. Private-Public Partnership?  Yes    No 

8) If a regional VMP were to be set up, which Institutions beyond the region could partner the project? 

 
9) Most existing VMPs in the world are private initiatives and they usually do notprovide advisory services to 
their member suppliers. After reviewing the following selections for advisory services, rate their level of 
relevance: 

     a. Transportation services :  Yes    No    I don't know 

     b. Insurance services       Yes    No    I don't know 

     c. Financial services       Yes    No    I don't know 

     d. E-learning services       Yes    No    I don't know 

     e. Quality control services       Yes    No    I don't know 

     f. Understanding global demand       Yes    No    I don't know 

     g. Assistance with international transactions 
guidelines       Yes    No    I don't know 

     h. Monitoring business activity       Yes    No    I don't know 

     i. Pricing       Yes    No    I don't know 

     j. Sourcing and purchasing       Yes    No    I don't know 

10) Assuming that the VMP proposes all or some of these advisory services to help suppliers market their goods 
and services, do you think that these services should be partly subsidized so they can be affordable to small 
suppliers (such as SMEs)? 

      Yes    No    I don't know 
11) Existing VMPs in the world can be filed in two categories: relational VMPs (these VMP enable demand and 
supply to establish a contact) and transactional VMPs (these VMPs go beyond and enable members to do buy 
online and agree on a contract through the platform. If a regional VMP were to be set up, which one do you 
think would be the more interesting for your country? 

     a. Relational VMP 

      Not interesting    Fairly interesting    Really interesting 

     b. Transactional VMP 
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      Not interesting    Fairly interesting    Really interesting 

12) Is there anything you would like to comment about this VMP project for the region? 

 

Send
 

 

Annex 4: The complete list of potential partners as identified by the 
respondents  
 

Partners Occurrences 

International governmental organizations 13 

The Arab league,  1 

The World Bank,  2 

European Commission  3 

United States Trade Representatives  1 

WTO 2 

UN Agencies (World Trade Point Federation , UNCTAD) 4 

    

Local governmental organizations 5 

Chambers of Commerce  4 

Promotion agencies  1 

    

The private sector 3 

Private Sector  3 

    

Service providers 7 

Consulting services companies  1 

B2B online directories  2 

Transport and mail companies (DHL, FEDEX- UPS..)  1 

ITC service providers  2 

Alibaba.com 1 

 


