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To those who are building a better world







FOREWORD






There is no doubt that we live today in a world beset by numerous challenges, many of them interrelated: from poverty, inequality, and food insecurity to climate change, water shortages, and the insidious destruction of our natural resources.


Navigating these issues has itself become a major challenge. Indeed, in trying to characterize the world in which we currently live, I have often used a term favored by military strategists—VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous). It is an acronym that encapsulates well the different forces at work—and all this in a world where the pace of change, and the degree of interdependence, have never been greater.


Not surprisingly, many people are left reeling by events, fearful that they are in the grip of forces they can’t understand and are powerless to control. Their anxiety is heightened by the disappearance of old certainties and by an erosion of trust in the very institutions on which they used to rely. For many, even work has become what a 2013 report by Gallup described as a “dispiriting experience”; a mere 13 percent of 30,000 respondents across 142 countries feel engaged on the job.


In this environment, people increasingly look for greater meaning in their lives. They seek a deeper sense of purpose. And they cry out for authentic leaders who embody the values they hold dear and who combine the ability to articulate a compelling vision with the capabilities needed to put it into effect.


Such leaders, alas, are in short supply. My Unilever colleagues will testify that I am fond of saying the world is currently short on two things—trees and leaders!


There is no bigger proponent of the kind of values-based leadership that is needed today than my good friend Amr Al-Dabbagh, a man with whom I have had the privilege to discuss and debate these issues on many occasions. I have seen the authentic way in which he leads as a businessman, as a philanthropist, and as a steward of his extended family. He is a true global citizen, a genuine humanitarian inspired by the desire to be a force for good in the many arenas in which he operates.


In this latest work, Omnipreneurship, he draws on his wide experience to present a practical model for addressing even the most complex, seemingly intractable challenges. Part of the focus—rightly, in my view—is on how to apply a more inclusive, collaborative, and accountable lens to the way in which we look at the world. Simply put, the challenges we face today are too great for any one organization—or sector—to solve alone. It is only by working together in new forms of partnership, based on trust and transparency, that we can hope to bring about the kind of scale that is needed for truly transformational change.


However, as this book reminds us, it all starts with the individual, with inspiring and empowering people to go beyond the limits of their ambitions, to strive for something higher and more purposeful. To that end, the concept of applying “preneurship” to every aspect of our lives (that is, omnipreneurship), based on a clearly defined methodology and set of principles, is a powerful and intriguing one.


This book offers a values-based and principled approach that will resonate with those driven by a desire to give, and not just to take, from the society and environment in which we all live. The author is offering, by way of experience and application, a process that has yielded results in many of his spheres of influence. And he invites us all to share that which has fueled his own success. It is an invitation I wholeheartedly encourage you to accept.


—Paul Polman


CEO, Unilever







Chapter One





INTRODUCTION


The search for meaning; a definition of “omnipreneurship”; why entrepreneurship needs rethinking; why omnipreneurship works; an introduction to the three principles, five values, and ten “golden rules”; what you will learn in this book


To laugh often and much; to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of children; to earn the appreciation of honest critics and endure the betrayal of false friends; to appreciate beauty, to find the best in others; to leave the world a bit better, whether by a healthy child, a garden patch or a redeemed social condition; to know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. This is to have succeeded.


—RALPH WALDO EMERSON


We all have a burning desire to find meaning in our lives. We seek to know why we’re here and what our higher purpose is. But that search can be derailed by the pressures to snare the best job, get that promotion, be seen as a success—and thwarted by a modern world that is often confusing, frustrating, even frightening. Where do we turn for meaning when all that “noise” drowns out what is truly important? How can we pursue that quest when we feel conflicted about our goals and powerless to effect change?


It’s no wonder that meaning is so hard to find. We live in an era in which it is too easy to become emotionally adrift and morally compromised—a time when it’s easy to become cynical and disengaged because every day, ignorance, greed, and lust for power compete with creativity, intelligence, and goodness. We want to be effective at what we do, yet we feel overwhelmed by a world we can’t control. The result? We work and live out of balance with our true goals and values.


I think another reason we feel so fragmented is that we tend to think of our personal lives as a set of distinct, separate chapters. We measure our lives in chronological “seasons”—childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle and old age—thinking that we are supposed to accomplish different things at different phases. And we divide our activities among work, community service, citizenry, and family, as if each had nothing to do with the others. This fractured approach to life keeps us from making our biggest impact every day in our short, precious lives.


Today, to achieve our biggest dreams and get where we want to go, we need a structure. We need an ethical, behavioral, and managerial backbone that is easy to remember, a solid support to keep us strong and help us attain our goals. If we want to change the world, we need an approach that integrates all that we care about.


We need omnipreneurship.


WHAT IS OMNIPRENEURSHIP?


Developed over the past thirty years, omnipreneurship is an approach to building a meaningful life. It comprises three principles, five values, and ten “golden rules”1 that apply equally to every realm of activity, whether you are operating in business, the public sector, the nonprofit world, your family, or your own personal world. With omnipreneurship, you can achieve meaning across all the arenas of your life.


Why do I call this approach “omnipreneurship”? Though I passionately believe in the fundamentals of entrepreneurship—starting something, gathering the resources to make it grow, and being responsible for its success—I think the term entrepreneurship has been hijacked. It’s been devalued by an ever-narrowing definition that focuses on starting an innovative business and quickly harvesting personal profit. It’s become much too narrow a concept to meet the needs and challenges of the world today.


Omnipreneurship is a much larger, more encompassing concept.


Think of what we most admire in leaders who are paradigm-breakers—people like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Richard Branson. These are disruptive innovators who invert existing paradigms, delight whole new worlds of customers, and even open up new industries. And they have a set of admirable characteristics—pluck, competitiveness, a willingness to take risks, imagination, hunger, creativity, and, most important, vision. What if we released that spirit of entrepreneurship from its shackles and applied all those admirable characteristics in a much bigger way to everything we do? What if, instead of just having entrepreneurs concerned only with business, we had a world full of “governpreneurs” who applied their great entrepreneurial skills to public policy; “philanthropreneurs” who did the same with charitable organizations; “familypreneurs” who looked for new ways to support their families; and even individual “preneurs” who applied a set of the best entrepreneurial characteristics to the ways they conduct themselves in their own lives and careers? The omnipreneur is someone who can master “preneurship” in all aspects of life, though not necessarily immediately or simultaneously.


Omnipreneurship extends “preneurship” in several new directions at once. I believe that the strategies and skills needed to accelerate success and live a life of meaning should belong to everyone—not just people in business, but also workers in nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), philanthropists, public servants, people of faith, and family members.


In short, omnipreneurship is an entrepreneurial approach for every aspect of life. And personally, I’m trying to become the best omnipreneur I can be.


OMNIPRENEURSHIP: THE PROOF


This book presents a complete methodology that I’ve tried and tested in all my endeavors for three decades. The approach I describe began developing under the guidance of my father many years ago, but I’ve codified it only in the last five years. In the interim, I’ve tested the omnipreneurship approach over and over, and I’ve found that it applies to all walks of life. This book will provide you with plenty of examples of how it works, but here are a few quick brushstrokes:


•  •  •


In Business: My father started our family’s company in 1962. His first business was an egg production farm. While I was in high school, I became increasingly interested in his work. He wanted me to go to a good college abroad, but I wanted to learn from him and become a successful businessman like him. So one day, I insisted on going with him to the office. It was then that my father decided it was time for me to become serious about the business, and I got a crash course. The company wasn’t immediately profitable—in fact, things were tight, and we had to manage cash flow pretty closely. We nearly lost our shirts in a few businesses, as you will read in the pages that follow.


But today, by following the principles, values, and rules of omnipreneurship, Al-Dabbagh Group is successful. The holding company and its subsidiaries currently employ tens of thousands of employees in more than sixty countries around the world. We aim to be ranked among the top twenty wholly owned global family businesses by 2020.


•  •  •


In Government: The last place most people expect to see entrepreneurial principles at work is in government. Government is usually the antithesis of entrepreneurship—hidebound, unimaginative, and bureaucratic. But if you open it up, bring in entrepreneurial principles, and run it in the same way that you might run the most disruptive start-up, you can achieve change in quantum leaps.


Consider what we accomplished in the Saudi Arabian General Investment Authority (SAGIA), where I served as the governor from 2004 to December 2011. At the time I came into the office, the country was not one of the top competitive investment climates in the world, at least compared to places like Singapore or the United States. (In 2005, it ranked sixty-seventh on the World Bank’s global Ease of Doing Business scale.)


At SAGIA, we saw an opportunity to add value for companies that might want to set up business in the Middle East. We aimed high; we launched a plan we dubbed the “10x10” initiative, a program of economic reforms with the goal of making Saudi Arabia one of the top ten most competitive investment destinations by 2010 (we just missed that goal, coming in at number 11). We got to that spot by applying the principles, values, and rules of governpreneurship—from the manner in which we hired, developed, and managed talent, to figuring out new ways to delight stakeholders, to inventing ways to attract investors without having to pay them to come on board.


•  •  •


In Philanthropy: Our family business, as you will learn, is founded on the principle of giving. In 2001, Al-Dabbagh Group created Stars Foundation in order to transform the lives of disadvantaged children and their communities around the world. Stars focuses its activities on four main categories—health, education, protection, and WASH (water, sanitation, and hygiene), responding to the enormous need that still exists in the world today.2


To date, Stars Foundation has already helped improve the lives of millions of children in all corners of the globe, but we don’t sit on our laurels. We originally set out to transform the lives of 20 million children and their communities by 2020 but, applying an omnipreneurial approach, we decided to massively scale that ambition by initiating new, independent, and complementary entities that would focus on increasing our impact. So we created the annual “Philanthropreneurship Forum,” which brings together the best minds in the philanthropic and NGO worlds. We established a nonprofit entity in the United States called Philanthropy U, and joined hands with the University of California, Berkeley’s Haas School of Business to introduce a nonprofit education initiative, Philanthropy University (www.philanthropyu.org). Philanthropy University offers a free set of online courses designed to equip the world’s NGOs to make their maximum impact. While Philanthropy University is not a degree- or diploma-granting program and learners are not entitled to college or other academic credit, we offer the “intellectual philanthropy” of the best experts and practitioners in the nonprofit arena in the hope of expanding the reach and effectiveness of millions of NGOs around the world.


•  •  •


In Family: In his late sixties, my father began to suffer the effects of Parkinson’s disease, so he passed the reins of the company to me. As he grew older, one of my father’s chief concerns was keeping Al-Dabbagh Group going. Having built a large and successful company over the course of many years and brought wealth to our very large, extended family, he worried that things could fall apart over time. (He was right. In fact, the vast majority of family businesses never last beyond the third generation.3)


My father understood that the first generation’s focus on income generation can be lost in the second generation’s interest in lifestyle, and finally the third generation’s complete loss of the original generation’s ambitions. “The first generation makes the business,” he would quip. “The second generation milks the business, and the third generation auctions the business.”


The question for him was this: How could he ensure that future generations would be responsible stakeholders and uphold the principles of giving and earning on which the company was founded?


To make certain that our family would be among the small percentage to make it beyond the third generation, my father created what he called the “Family Protocol” to govern relations among the second generation and beyond who were the future stakeholders of the giving and earning principles. The Family Protocol is a twenty-four-chapter book covering a comprehensive range of issues that deal with the grassroots causes of why family businesses move from making to milking to auctioning. We also set up a club of family members—a stand-alone organization, run like a little company, that makes sure the family follow the principles, values, and rules of omnipreneurship. The results? People in the club are not just engaged in the giving, earning, and sustaining principles of the family business, but are also doing amazing things in the world, from earning their degrees as doctors, to building businesses, to volunteering all over the world with NGOs supported by Stars Foundation.


•  •  •


In My Personal Life: When I was a teenager, I liked to draw pictures of my goals—a house I would like to live in, for example. I still have some of those drawings, and several of those dreams have become manifest. (I’ve always been very conscious of my ambitions, and I’ve found that visualizing what I want comes pretty easily.)


In 1994, when I was twenty-seven years old, I learned about living strategically in a more disciplined way, as I’ll describe in chapter 3. For now, let me just say that I began organizing and fine-tuning goals for ten different areas of my own life in an omnipreneurial way. In my life plan, every criterion represents either giving, earning, or sustaining or, indeed, a combination of all three. The finest balance is struck when these three principles come together in each category. The power of the Life Plan I present in chapter 3 is its balance. Who wants to wake up one day to realize that they’ve neglected something as important as family, community, or health? Omnipreneurship is working for me.


In short, I have road-tested the omnipreneurial approach I present here in a wide variety of arenas. I have tested the principles, values, and rules of omnipreneurship with the greatest leaders around the world, including well-known people in governments and academic settings as well as CEOs and leaders of NGOs who work every day to alleviate the suffering of children. I know for a fact that omnipreneurship works to make a difference, in both small and enormous ways, every moment of every day.


PRINCIPLES, VALUES, AND THE TEN GOLDEN RULES


At its core, omnipreneurship is about principled leadership. For that reason, it’s powered and infused by a set of three guiding principles, five overarching values, and ten “golden rules.” These principles, values, and rules are all part of my integrated, organic, omnipreneurial approach to work and life.


The three main principles:


Giving: Giving is the purpose of life. I believe it gives meaning to our existence here on earth. We give our compassion and respect to others. We give resources, time, and money as we are able. Giving is love.


Earning: Earning is energy. Earning is about gathering the fuel and resources we need to thrive. Earning is exhilarating. When we earn knowledge, reputation, respect, partnership, and wealth, we are stoking our fire and the fire of our community.


Sustaining: Sustaining is about investing in those who will carry the torch. It is informed by what we call “sustainability,” the care of our resources and our planet. Sustain is a verb that helps me focus on all the stakeholders—my family, my colleagues, my children, the NGOs we support, and the world’s children, who hold the promise for a brighter future.


By giving, earning, and sustaining, you can achieve both the perfect balance and the ongoing energy you need to make your dreams come to life. People sometimes challenge me to a debate over what forms giving, earning, and sustaining should take, given that my company’s businesses are part of the for-profit world. We grow and distribute food, operate discount stores, offer automotive services, and much more. Some might ask whether I can really contribute to the balance of giving, earning, and sustaining. My job is to grow our businesses while promoting a sustainable future and to earn enough from those businesses to invest in our philanthropic efforts. I must therefore be very conscious of the short- and long-term impacts of the choices I make. I must constantly ask if my actions are making a better world. I humbly suggest that they are.




The Three Principles of the Omnipreneur
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Now, you can’t run your life pursuing these three grand principles alone; they aren’t specific enough in themselves to serve as a guide to behavior. In addition, you need a set of core values—ideas that you hold true, that help define who you are, who you want to be, and how you conduct yourself in your daily life. Values are a crucial moral rudder, important for making ethical decisions in life and at work; when you adhere to them, you feel happier, more satisfied, and truer to yourself.


Of course, the list of values to choose from is long—among them are honor, boldness, tolerance, trustworthiness, humility, and fairness. But in my world, we consistently apply five important values under the umbrella of omnipreneurship. The following five values guide everything we do in our business, philanthropy, family—indeed, in every aspect of life:


1. Integrity: Integrity means that if it’s not right, do not do it; if it’s not true, do not say it.


2. Passion: Passion is about applying all one’s heart and energy. As the novelist E. M. Forster noted, “One person with passion is better than forty people merely interested.”4


3. Respect: Respect for others is also about respecting yourself. Another novelist, Laurence Sterne, observed, “Respect for ourselves guides our morals; respect for others guides our manners.”5


4. Forward thinking: This means always thinking about what’s next. “Advance and never halt, for advancing is perfection,” wrote Khalil Gibran.6


5. Teamwork: This is about pulling together. “Alone we can do so little,” Helen Keller said. “Together we can do so much.”7




The Three Principles and Five Values of the Omnipreneur
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As helpful as it is to have sets of principles and core values, you need still more. You need an engine—something that kick-starts action, spurs you on, and keeps things moving, always upward and outward. Omnipreneurship teaches everyone the essential entrepreneurial strategies and skills for success—what I call the ten golden rules. (In chapter 2, I’ll describe the genesis of omnipreneurship through the influence of my father; I have been expanding on that wisdom, refining it, and building on it throughout my professional life.)


Beginning with chapter 3, this book will walk you through each of the ten golden rules in turn, as follows:


1. “I aim, therefore I am” (chapter 3) is the first golden rule, and the foundation for all succeeding rules. “I aim, therefore I am” is about beginning with the end in mind. It helps us think about our highest goals—those that reflect the very purpose of our existence. In this chapter, I present the Life Plan—a personal template for guiding your own life and achieving your dreams.


2. “Design organically” (chapter 4) is about gathering your resources from the ground up. After all, organic refers to something that is living, natural, and whole. This rule is about empowering our initiatives by freeing them from any limitations. When we design organically, we become more openly communicative and effective.


3. “The greatest among you” (chapter 5) suggests that we surround ourselves with those whose skills and gifts will enhance our own performance. Again and again over my years of leadership, I have found that one great person in the right role can make a huge difference.


4. “Collaborate to accelerate” (chapter 6) means that if our goal is ambitious, we surely cannot achieve it alone. Everybody is a potential friend as we strive to achieve our high targets. When we map out what we have against what others can provide, craft a common agenda, cement the agreement, and share credit, everyone wins.


5. “Honey as money” (chapter 7) propels us beyond thinking in dollars, euros, and yen. Honey as money is what happens when you add the currencies of ideas, expertise, community, events, and crowds to the traditional measurement of value. Honey as money is also the currency of shared dreams, passions, ideas, and persistence.


6. “Delight the stakeholder” (chapter 8) means that you delight people in your world—customers, collaborators, partners, supporters, and so on—by being a “servant leader” and achieving the impossible for them. A delighted stakeholder will help you achieve your own ambitious goal.


7. “No risk, no gain” (chapter 9) is about managing risk intelligently. After all, risk is inherent in everything. Not everyone will agree with you. You may feel risk in aiming so high that you may not achieve your goal. “Intelligent risk” builds in safety nets to make sure that your risk of failure is as small as it can be.


8. “Exceptional execution” (chapter 10) can be defined in four words: what, how, who, and when. What is my finish line? How am I going to get there? On my team, who is responsible for leading various charges? When will I get there? This chapter shows you how an execution dashboard lets you see, measure, and manage your progress.


9. “Share your story” (chapter 11) shows how your success can be accelerated when audiences embrace your stories of struggle and achievement. Sharing your story is also about listening aggressively to the stories of others.


10. “Imagine the next big thing” (chapter 12) brings us back to Golden Rule 1, “I aim, therefore I am.” In our very being, we need to innovate and create something new. We need to break past the status quo to reach our great finish line. How can we come up with the next big idea that will change the world?


I like to think of this integrated system of principles, values, and rules as a new kind of lens through which to see the world. It’s analogous to using a kaleidoscope. If your everyday worldview is through a regular, clear lens, you experience life in one dimension. But when you look through the lens of omnipreneurship, you get a worldview that blends things together in a new and harmonic way, like this:




The Omnipreneur Ecosystem
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WHAT YOU WILL LEARN


Omnipreneurship is a practical, contemporary rulebook for making your dreams come true while at the same time keeping sanity and balance in your life and in your work. How do you balance the need to take big risks and the desire for security? How do you manage success and failure at the same time? How is it possible to both earn money and give it away? How do you balance the desire for ego satisfaction and the value of humility? How do you navigate between the desire for friendship and self-protection, between lofty idealism and tight execution, between careful constraint and creative flexibility? And how do you slip between telling others what to do and listening carefully to everyone, including the very lowest person on the totem pole?


In these pages, you will read stories from my own life as well as the lives of inspiring people in business, government, nonprofits around the world, and my own family. This book shows how it’s possible to achieve “impossible” goals, stay inspired, and never lose sight of where you’re headed. In short, Omnipreneurship will help you stay motivated and effective in any area of your life, regardless of who you are, where you come from, what your belief system is, and where you started. When you apply these principles, values, and rules consistently to all you do, you can find yourself having a bigger impact and a deeper meaning than you ever dreamed. You can remain securely grounded, even as you aim for the sky.


I hope that you are inspired by what you read in these pages. I hope this book helps you retain a sense of centeredness and peace, as you strive for the greatest of goals—to build a better world.


And now for the journey.







Chapter Two





THE THREE INTERLOCKING PRINCIPLES: GIVING, EARNING, AND SUSTAINING


A trip to Africa; the genesis of the three principles; filling my father’s shoes; expanding the reach of giving; lessons in giving; how we sustain
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No man is an island entire of itself, Every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.


—JOHN DONNE


One sweltering day, after a very long, bumpy, and winding journey over red dirt roads and through stunning emerald-green foliage, we came to Mukuru kwa Reuben, a large and desperately crowded slum in Nairobi, Kenya. We were visiting NairoBits, an NGO supported by Stars Foundation that aims to reduce extremely high unemployment rates in Nairobi by educating children and youth.1


When we reached the slum, nothing prepared us for what happened when we were getting out of the car. Being a white person in Kenya amid the reality of crushing poverty means that you always stand out. Within the closed confines of our automobile, insulated by our shared spoken language, clean clothes, mobile phones, and hand sanitizers, it was easy to feel removed. But as soon as those car doors opened, a flood of children at less than hip level swarmed around us screaming, “Muzungu, Muzungu!”—Swahili for “white man or person.” At one point, one of the kids just grabbed my hand and took me away.


I felt that the little boy instinctively identified me as someone who could help. He wanted to show me around so that I could better understand the scale of the problems and challenges he and the other children in his community face. His raw response taught me that we need to nurture this instinct, to search for those we can assist. The satisfaction that I got from this moment was more priceless than any financial or honorary reward I’ve ever received.


In my world, I start with the principle of giving because it is ultimately the purpose of existence. Giving can be so little—a smile, an act of kindness, the willingness to stand together with someone else in need. When we give financially, we are also doing good. And when we practice philanthropreneurship, we are exponentially expanding the reach and impact of the good that we do.


In my experience, giving is an important engine for earning, and vice versa. As a family-owned business, Al-Dabbagh Group understands this deeply, so we have a business model, businesspreneurship, that is based on the concept of “inclusive growth”—that is, not only growth for our own company’s bottom line but also economic growth for everyone in all strata of society.


And we can’t keep earning and giving unless we have a plan for sustaining the ability to do so. That’s why my family is doing everything possible to keep the business growing and the energy flowing through familypreneurship. But the principle of sustaining is not just about sustaining the family business—it’s also about sustaining community and engaging in practices that keep individuals, society, and the planet healthy.


In this chapter, I describe the basis of the three interlocking principles of giving, earning, and sustaining and show how they fold into those three “preneurships.” But first, let me tell you how these three principles came to guide my life and work in the first place.


FILLING MY FATHER’S SHOES


These principles were inculcated early in me by my parents, particularly by my father. My father was one of those people who remind me of Shakespeare’s words, “Some are born great; some achieve greatness; and some have greatness thrust upon them.”2


I honestly think that all three applied to my father, Abdullah Al-Dabbagh. He was born intelligent, compassionate, and gifted, but he achieved greatness by being extremely entrepreneurial, curious, and dedicated to helping. And he had greatness thrust upon him as well. In an effort to help his young country (Saudi Arabia, as a nation, only came to be in 1932), my father, who’d gone to Egypt to earn what was then a rare bachelor’s degree, accepted the invitation to be Saudi Arabia’s third minister of agriculture.


In 1960, during his time in government, he ventured out on a road trip that deeply influenced him both professionally and personally, including how he would grow to view the world. Thanks to the Eisenhower Fellowships organization and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, he and my mother were presented with a brand-new blue 1960 Ford Falcon convertible, a crisp road map “trip kit” from the American Automobile Association, an itinerary, and access to the best and brightest agricultural engineers and other professionals across the United States. My father wrote of that time, “[I] was not sure I could get along with the trip kit in this car, and was afraid of getting lost amidst the highway network. But as I drove along the proper highway for a while I discovered how easy and pleasant it was to drive on such wonderful and clearly marked highways.”


The goal of the Eisenhower gift was to teach my father and other “fellows” from around the world best practices from the United States—in his case, best practices in agricultural engineering. Since Saudi Arabia is one of the driest countries on the planet, my father’s primary goal was to learn as much as possible about the most effective use of scarce water resources.


“We traveled 10,270 miles along U.S. highways, freeways, and turnpikes. We climbed mountains, went through tunnels, crossed rivers and passed across barren deserts,” he wrote. The journey would take him to centers of excellence in water and agriculture all across America. He studied the work of the Tennessee Valley Authority and marveled at Nevada’s brand-new, astonishing Hoover Dam.


He spent half the trip in desert areas such as Texas, Arizona, and Southern California, studying the ways in which water could best be husbanded. He kept extensive records of his travels, and used the research he accumulated in six months to enhance the knowledge accrued through his agricultural engineering degree, which became the basis for the policies he would eventually advocate in Saudi Arabia. When he returned home, he used his newly acquired knowledge to establish policies that would ensure sustainable uses of existing water supplies. During his term as minister, he discouraged water-intensive agriculture.


My father was passionate—not just about water and his family, but about many other important issues: caring for the poor, for his young country, for the world. He was, in short, a magnificent humanitarian—and a wonderful father. He was my hero, my inspiration, and my guide. I admired him because he tried very hard every day to make a real difference for people, and he achieved great things without getting discouraged in the pursuit of his big, long-term goals. He focused his whole life on being a good person, a good citizen, a good Muslim.


He was also passionate about education. During a time when there were no girls’ schools in Saudi Arabia, he sent his daughters overseas to the best educational providers at the time. He also sent his sons to study abroad. (I was the exception.)


When you are the son of a dedicated public servant who is also an admired philanthropist and businessman; when you happen to truly honor this person as an honest, kind, patient, compassionate, and selfless humanitarian; and when that person puts you in charge of his legacy, well, then, you have very big shoes to fill. I spend my life trying to fill his shoes, and I don’t regret any step I take in them. I am very grateful that he imparted to his children his principles and values; his teaching also gave me the foundation for the rules I describe in the chapters that follow. They have been very useful to me, and I hope they will be equally valuable to you.


It would be a grave omission if I did not mention the enormous influence that my mother, Azza, had on me in cultivating a spiritual set of characteristics that have acted as the force, the “fuel” for all those more concrete competencies. My mother taught me how simple things can generate the most complex outcomes. She taught me about gentleness, kindness, and the importance of having a strong moral compass, with compassion sitting right at the heart of it. She showed me, with every action and interaction, the value of warmth, the importance of strong family ties, and the absolute imperative for us all to practice empathy and caring—toward one another, toward animals, toward the earth. She shone light on the smallest of details and actions, and proved time and again that acts of giving, even if seemingly negligible, can reap the biggest rewards in life.


I remember a particular incident a few weeks before my firstborn was due. My then heavily pregnant wife and I had a ritual of walking in a small park in London. One day, as we were walking, I saw a tiny bird entangled in a piece of chicken wire; it appeared to be struggling. I bent down, held the bird in my hands, and untied it from the wire, after which it flew right out of my hands and into the sky. The very next day, my daughter Yasmeen arrived a few weeks early. I remember wondering if, on some mysterious level, my small kindness may have begotten another kindness, because the gift I received is one of the greatest of my life.
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