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2026 Data Awareness Is High.
Security and Incidents Are Higher.

o * Lo The Region That's
comp"ance,RISI(' Moving Fastest Is Also
Data Sovereignty  cetting Hit Hardest
in the Middle

East

The Middle East is building sovereignty infrastructure at speed. PDPL, SDAIA, UAE Federal Decree-Law No. 45,
and a web of country-specific frameworks have created a compliance environment that 93% of respondents
say directly impacts their operations. Organisations in the region report strong awareness, aggressive investment
in regional cloud and Al governance, and clear business returns from their sovereignty efforts. The central

challenge is no longer whether to pursue sovereignty but how to accelerate control maturity without slowing digital
transformation—secure collaboration without compromise.

But the data tells a more complicated story. The Middle East also reports the highest sovereignty-related incident
rate of any region in this survey—449%, nearly double Canada’s 23% and well above Europe’s 32%. The gap between
knowing the rules and enforcing them consistently is wider here than anywhere else. This summary distills the key
findings for Middle Eastern organisations from a cross-regional survey spanning Canada, the Middle East, and Europe.

of Middle East respondents experienced a sovereignty-related
O/o incident in the past 12 months — the highest of any region surveyed

The Incident Picture: Regulatory Scrutiny Leads

Regulatory investigations and audits top the Middle East’s incident profile at 22%, followed by data breaches with
sovereignty implications (209%) and third-party compliance failures (19%). Government data access requests (15%)
and unauthorised cross-border transfers (13%) round out the top five. This mix reflects a region where regulators
are actively probing compliance, vendors are not always meeting their sovereignty commitments, and geopolitical

dynamics create data access pressures that don’t exist in the same way in Canada or Europe.
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The Middle East Reports the Highest Sovereignty Incident Rate of Any Region Surveyed

Incident Rate by Region
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The Payoff: Security,

Trust, and Competitive
Positioning

Despite the elevated risk, sovereignty is
delivering measurable returns. 65% of
Middle East respondents cite improved
security posture as a direct benefit, and
56% point to enhanced customer trust
—the highest trust score of any region.
Reduced legal risks (4190), better data
governance (37%), competitive advantage
(359%), and new business opportunities
(22%) fill out the picture. Notably, 15% cite
protection from geopolitical risks, roughly
50% higher than Canada or Europe.

Why Is the Middle East Incident Rate
So High?

Three factors converge. First, PDPL and SDAIA are
relatively new frameworks — organisations are still building
enforcement infrastructure around rules they understand

but haven’t fully operationalised. Second, 30% of Middle
East respondents work at organisations with 10,000-19,999
employees, creating large attack surfaces and complex
compliance footprints. Third, 33% cite geopolitical
instability as a top concern, introducing a layer of risk that
is structurally different from other regions.

The region is backing these returns with aggressive forward planning. Nearly half (48%) plan to increase their use
of regional cloud providers over the next two years, and 46% intend to invest in compliance automation. Enhanced
technical controls (48%) and data localisation (4190) are also high on the agenda. Only 7% say they have no
significant changes planned — the lowest inaction rate of any region.
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Sovereignty Is Delivering Returns — And the Region Is Doubling Down
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Business benefits realised from sovereignty compliance (left) and planned strategies for the next two years (right)

Sovereignty As a Trust Accelerator

The Middle East’s 56% customer trust score is the highest in the survey. In a region where organisations are

actively building credibility with regulators, partners, and customers under new frameworks, sovereignty
compliance is functioning as a trust signal — not just a legal obligation. The 35% citing competitive advantage
reinforces the point: In the GCC, demonstrable sovereignty is becoming a market differentiator.

The Cost: Technical Burden and Significant Spend

Sovereignty compliance in the Middle East is resource-intensive. Technical infrastructure changes lead at 59%,
followed by legal and compliance expertise (52%), cross-border transfer assessments and staff training (both
41%), and documentation (37%). The cross-border assessment figure is the highest of any region, reflecting the
complexity of managing data flows across the GCC’s multi-jurisdictional operating environment.

On spending, the region is investing heavily. Two-thirds of respondents (67%) report annual sovereignty
spending above $1 million, with 28% exceeding $5 million. Only 9% spend below $250,000. These numbers
reflect both the regulatory intensity and the infrastructure buildout underway across the region. The investments
are concentrated in areas that produce provable control: data residency enforcement at the infrastructure level,
encryption key custody retained within the jurisdiction, access policy automation, and exportable audit trails that
satisfy both regulators and enterprise customers.
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Sovereignty Compliance Is Resource-Intensive — And the Region Is Spending Accordingly

Top Resource Drains

Technical
infrastructure

Legal/compliance
expertise

Cross-border
assessments

Staff training

Documentation
& auditing

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%  60%  70%

% of ME Respondents

$1IM - $5M

$250K - SIM

Prefer not to

Annual Sovereignty Spending (USD)

>$5M

< $250K

4%

disclose

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

% of ME Respondents

Top resource drains (left) and annual sovereignty spending distribution in USD (right)

Al Governance: Preparing for the Al Act
Under Sovereignty Constraints

Al data sovereignty under SDAIA is an active area of
investment. 39% of Middle East respondents keep all

Al training data within the region, and another 39% use

a mixed approach based on data sensitivity. Safeguard
adoptionis strong: regular Al audits lead, followed by impact
assessments for high-risk Al, consent management, and
transparency documentation. Only a small fraction report
no safeguards at all.

The region’s Al governance posture is distinctive. Unlike
Europe, where the Al Act creates a top-down regulatory
framework, or Canada, where Al sovereignty is still largely
voluntary, the Middle East is building governance through
SDAIA oversight and active regulatory engagement. The
46% planning compliance automation and 48% planning
enhanced technical controls suggest these organisations
are already thinking about how to scale their Al governance
as frameworks tighten. Critically, the region’s approach must
balance speed of digital transformation with sovereignty
rigor — building architectures that enable cross-border
collaboration where permitted while maintaining provable
control where required. The organisations that get this
balance right will set the standard for the GCC.
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The Bottom Line for Middle
East Leaders

The data paints a clear picture: Middle Eastern
organisations are moving fast on sovereignty,
spending significantly, and seeing real business
returns. But the 449% incident rate signals that speed
alone isn’t enough. The shift required is from stated
compliance to sovereignty you can prove — built on
three pillars. First, controls: residency enforcement,
encryption key custody, and access policies that
prevent unauthorised cross-border movement at
the architecture level. Second, evidence artifacts:
exportable audit trails, data residency logs, and
compliance reporting that satisfy regulators and
customers on demand. Third, response readiness:

tested playbooks for government data access
requests, third-party vendor failures, and cross-
border transfer incidents. Organisations that
operationalise all three will close the gap between
compliance awareness and incident prevention.
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Five Priorities for 2026

1. Accelerate regional cloud adoption

4890 fare already planning this. Reducing reliance on providers subject to foreign access laws is the
single fastest way to shrink cross-border exposure.

L;OE.[ 2. Operationalise SDAIA Al governance

Audits and assessments are in place — now make them repeatable, automated, and auditor-ready as
high-risk Al regulations mature.

3. Close the implementation gap

'/log Awareness is at 74%o0. Incidents are at 44%o. The difference is sovereignty you can prove where
controls that enforce residency and key custody, evidence artifacts that satisfy auditors on demand,
and response playbooks that have been tested before the incident happens.

4. Invest in third-party sovereignty assurance

she
\'.

19%o reported third-party compliance failures. Vendor assessments and contractual enforcement
need to match the same standard as internal controls.

5. Build geopolitical resilience into the architecture

33%b0 cite instability as a top concern. Sovereignty architectures that assume regional disruption —
rather than hoping it won’t happen — will prove their value when it does.

'h-lo

Kiteworks and Data Sovereignty

With the highest incident rate of any region surveyed and regulatory
frameworks still maturing under PDPL and SDAIA, Middle Eastern
organisations need a platform that delivers provable sovereignty without
slowing the digital transformation the region depends on. The Kiteworks
Private Data Network addresses this directly. Its deployment flexibility —
including private cloud and on-premises options configurable to store data
exclusively within the Middle East — enables organisations to meet PDPL
and SDAIA localisation requirements while maintaining the cross-border
collaboration that GCC businesses rely on.
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Kiteworks enforces data residency at the architecture level through geofencing,
retains encryption key custody in-jurisdiction, and implements zero-trust
access controls across every communication channel: email, file sharing,
managed file transfer, SFTP, and web forms. Its centralised, immutable audit
logs and automated compliance reporting provide the evidence artifacts this
report identifies as the critical gap — the ability to prove where data resides,
who accessed it, and how cross-border movement is governed. For a region
where 59% cite technical infrastructure as the top resource drain, Kiteworks
consolidates fragmented security tools into a single platform, reducing
operational complexity while delivering the audit-ready documentation that
regulators and enterprise customers increasingly demand.

For the complete report with detailed methodology,
industry breakdowns, and regional analysis,
download it now.

Download the Report

Ki-l-ewc rks Copyright © 2026 Kiteworks. Kiteworks’ mission is to empower organizations to effectively manage risk in
every send, share, receive, and use of private data. The Kiteworks platform provides customers with a Private
Data Network that delivers data governance, compliance, and protection. The platform unifies, tracks,
controls, and secures sensitive data moving within, into, and out of their organization, significantly
improving risk management and ensuring regulatory compliance on all private data exchanges.
Headquartered in Silicon Valley, Kiteworks protects over 100 million end-users and thousands of global
enterprises and government agencies.
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