INTERVIEW

Engineer Sobhi Batterjee
President of the Saudi German Hospitals Group
“My passion to my work is the reason behind my success”
“My mobile number is accessible to all hospital’s patients and visitors”

L

everaging on the extensive experience in the healthcare sector for more than 25 years, his incredible passion
towards his work continue to be his driving force to pursue his Vision and discharge his duties as the chairman of the
Saudi German Hospitals Group spread across the Arab World. Engineer Sobhi Batterjee, in an exclusive interview for
Hospitals magazine, spoke to us of the main factors that contributed to his success in the establishment, expansion
and development of the group as a regional center of excellence in an otherwise complex and fragmented industry.
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Batterjee continued: “My day starts at
five thirty in the morning and ends at
11 in the night., and I enjoy every second of this work day which others see
it as stretched. However this does not
tire me, and every morning I wake up
with the same level of enthusiasm,
excited to get immersed in the varied
activities that await me. It is this passion gives me the same energy levels
throughout the day and I am not even
a bit tired towards the end of my long
days. I put the technology to best use
in increasing my productivity. I work
with my Blackberry and do many of my
meetings through online conferencing.
Batterjee announced that in the next
two years additional new hospitals of
the group will be ready for operation.
Preparations are also underway to execute the other phases of the hospital in
Dubai which will then become the first
comprehensive medical complex in the
Arab region including advanced centers
of excellence for major specialties.
How did your journey start with the
Saudi German hospitals group?
I come from a family that was involved
in healthcare. My grand father was the
first to bring medicine to Saudi Arabia
in the early 1940s and represented
most of the global pharma companies
at that time. From our early childhood,
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my mother always had great admiration to the medical profession as it directly serves to the society it was her
desire that one of her children should
become a doctor. After my schooling,
I pursued my education in Engineering
at the University of Kansas and Colorado and my younger brother realized
her wish and travelled to Germany
to study medicine and specialized in
Orthopedic Surgery. Based on my experience in the business domain, my
brother and I decided to merge both
our experience together to establish a
hospital in Jeddah, and we started the
operations of the first hospital in 1988.
Driven by the entrepreneurial vision in
me, I decided to expand by constructing five more hospitals. My decision
surprised my brother, who considered
that what I am doing is nothing short of
insanity, but I insisted on pursuing the
goal and as we expanded, it gave us
the confidence to set our goal to have
30 Hospitals and 5 Medical colleges in
the MENA region. With the guidance
and support from God, today we have
a network of hospitals in the Arab region and we continue to expand.
How do you describe your experience in
the healthcare field after spending more
than twenty five years in the domain?

My ultimate goal is the Heavens, and
what I do as a profession and business
is merely a means towards that goal.
I am very passionate about what I do.
When you help and relieve a sick person who needs treatment, their smile
and the smile and happiness of their
families is the greatest reward to institutionalize the efforts and take it to
the wider society spread across wider
geographic area. In many cases, I
have tears of joy in my eyes when I
hear and see the parents of patients
cured from a disability or a physical illness. It is such experience that gives
me the determination and momentum
to pursue my goals regardless of the
inherent difficulties and complexities.
What are the problems that obstructed
you during your career?
The field of healthcare development
is not at all an easy one and whoever
lacks a high level of passion towards this
filed should preferably look for another
sphere because the challenges, obstacles and complexities will frustrate him
and put him off in the absence of a clear
purpose and vision to be in healthcare.
This career needs a lot of patience,
wisdom and capacity to solve the large
number of problems that comes up every day In healthcare all problems require immediate attention and effective
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management. At the end of the day, we
have people’s lives in our hands and
there is no room for mistakes. Healthcare also involves large number of
diversified teams from different academic and social backgrounds working together. Our group has over 5000
employees, so imagine the challenges
associated with everyone working in
harmony towards common goals and
sharing a common vision.
I know you asked to place your private
mobile number in all the rooms of the
Saudi German hospitals and in the reception and waiting rooms as well, so
what was the purpose behind that?
I always insist on putting my private mobile number at the service of the hospital
patients and guests based on my continuous concern to solve the problems
they face and communicate with them
directly to know their needs. Among the
basic criteria we require from whoever
wishes to work with us is to keep his
mobile open and at all times and circumstances to support the needs and
expectations of our customers and clients. This cascades down to the whole
organization. Since I am available 24 x
7 to our customers, our senior executives are also accessible on a 24 x 7
basis to our customers. This puts all
our staff on an alert mode at all times
to serve our customers, and it is every-
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one’s effort to take proactive measures
to avoid escalating the unmet needs of
a patient to a higher level.
What are the main factors that allowed
you to successfully run a large group
such as the Saudi German Hospitals?
As previously mentioned, my love for
my work and the commitment to a higher goal from life are the main motivators behind my success. It is extremely
hard for a person to excel in his job if he
doesn’t love what he is doing and especially in the health section where you are
surrounded by so many problems. At
the early days of my investment in the
healthcare, I read a book titled Think &
Grow Rich by the author Napoleon Hill.
I was impressed by the information presented in this valuable book on the motivation to achieve goals in life, and started
implementing what I read and found that
the directions given are correct and they
truly help in the success, so I persisted
throughout on implementing the ideas
and information I read in this book and
which helped me a lot in reaching my
desired goal. I believe that life is divided
into 3 phases: the first phase, which consists of 25 years, is all about learning,
while the second phase requires us to
become wise and learn from our mistakes through the daily experience. As
for the third phase, it is a period where
we reap the fruits of these two phases.

Today, I consider myself happy to reap
the outcomes of years of fatigue and it
gives great satisfaction to see the SGH
Group expanding across the Arab world
and in the near future we are opening 2
more new hospitals in the region.
How do you describe your relationship
with your children and did any of them
enter the health section?
My mother used to tell me that my children could become losers because of
the liberal way I deal with them and the
flexibility I adopt. I have never imposed
my opinion or point of view on any one
of them and I left them the absolute
freedom in taking the career path they
wished to take, but at the same time I
was a good role model for them in all
domains, and time has proven that the
way I dealt with them was correct since
they succeeded in reaching their goals
and build their lives perfectly and I am so
proud of them. My eldest son Makrem
entered the fitness and youth related
industries on his own and became very
successful and received many recognitions including the award at the World
Economic Forum. His business enterprise is also expanding and in addition
he is also contributing in the areas of
leadership, strategy and management
of the hospitals in Saudi Arabia.

Do you consider that investing in the
hospital sector is profitable?
Yes, but on the long term, and with
proper management.
How much time is required to start making
profits from an investment in the sector?
Not less than seven years considering
the large investment required for a world
class tertiary care hospital. Healthcare is
a difficult field with long project implementation and long gestation and break even
periods in comparison to other industries.
In healthcare there is no room for even
the slightest of the mistakes and the media is also ruthless; no one mentions the
one million successful surgeries done,
but they only highlight on the single operation that did not succeed. Dealing with
such a pressure is not at all an easy task.
You succeeded in the past in drawing
the right track of the Saudi German
Hospitals Group, what is your future vision for the group?
Our vision for the future is endless;
our family aspires to reach Heaven,
and since this aspiration is also endless, then our vision is also endless.
We took the verse 32 of the Al Maida
Chapter of the Holy Quran which says:
“AND IF ANY ONE SAVED A LIFE, IT
WOULD BE AS IF HE SAVED THE

27

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

LIFE OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE” and
set it in front of our eyes and applied
it throughout all these years making it
our group’s guiding philosophy. In our
approach, we focus on creating a balance between three basic aspects that
form a human being - the mind nurtured by knowledge, the spirit nurtured
through our belief in God and the body
nurtured through sound health.
Therefore, we assign a lot of importance to spreading spiritual awareness among all employees by motivating them to do their job perfectly as a
means of spiritual fulfillment and the
path to enter Heavens. On the other
hand, I would like to express my admiration to the good governance the
UAE is adopting with regards to the
health tourism as it succeeded in making Dubai an important destination for
health tourism in the Middle East and
is ranked prominently on the health
tourism map worldwide.
Rather than simply supporting the
health sector financially, it issued effective legislations and laws that contribute to the health sector’s development
and growth. Dubai’s openness and
transparency, global positioning, travel
connectivity with ease of access from
across the world as well as its strong
infrastructure will support realization of
its goal to be the healthcare hub of the
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region. Dubai government greatly relies on the private sector which made it
a highly developed city not only among
the Arab world but also internationally.
How do you describe the activity of the
Saudi German Hospitals in the Arab world?
The governments of the Arab countries
are used to providing medical services
to citizens free of charge, and despite
the positive aspect of this approach, the
absence of private sector in both the
healthcare and education sectors, led
to poorly developed and inadequate capacity of these two sectors in relation to
the worldwide status. However the situation in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is
totally different. The Saudi government
since 30 years or more, has engaged
and attracted the private sector in the
healthcare sector by granting suitable
land and long term interest free loans
to credible investors, and thus encouraging the private sector to enter this
domain. This is why large healthcare
companies in Saudi Arabia have vast
experience in the health sector by
learning from the global best practices,
and adopting it to the local market and
cultural context which enabled them to
expand across the entire Arab region as
is the case with our group.
Personally, I see the level of privatization of the healthcare and education

sectors as one of the reliable indicators
of the economic, social refinement and
development of a country. The KSA increased the loan granted for building
hospitals from 50 million Saudi riyals
to 200 million Saudi riyals to be repaid
on the long run in order to encourage
the development of this sector. I would
also like to thank the Dubai government for attracting the best global and
regional private sector players in all the
domains of the economy, and providing
the support and ideal business climate.
This has made the other Arab countries
realize the importance of private sector
in driving the economic progress and
prompted them to reconsider policies to
stimulate the private sector. Nowadays,
other countries followed the proven
steps of the UAE, and are giving the
private sector the opportunity to play
its active role in national and regional
economy driven by growth, sustainability and employment generation for the
local talent in the non-petroleum sector
as the petrol cannot last forever as the
key driver of the economy.
You mentioned in previous interviews
that you plan to establish hospitals for
the poor people enabling those of low
income to receive health care in low prices; can you elaborate more on the topic?
I believe that quality healthcare is the
right of every human being, and with

commitment and collaboration it is
possible to provide quality healthcare
to all the less fortunate members of
our community who cannot afford it
under the present system. I am trying
in every possible way, and through my
network and relations with the medication and medical equipment providers
in the region, to build hospitals for the
poor. These are not charity hospitals,
but there is no profit element. There
are many institutional and individual
players who are willing to support such
initiative, and this will enable provision of quality medical care at reduced
rates to those in need. But I am still
facing some obstacles in the bureaucratic procedures. I hope to succeed
in this step and motivate others to develop similar projects in other sectors
such as the education and the nutrition
sectors for instance.
What are your future plans?
We look forward to building new hospitals. The group is achieving a 16%
growth level every year and is heading
towards higher performance and expansion in the coming years. I would also like
to add here that I am pursuing the plans
of our hospital in Dubai and the next expansion phases that include centers of
excellence in specialties like Diabetes,
bone diseases, cancer, etc that will be
rolled out during the next ten years.
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