
 

Introduction 

Program HQ: KAFD Takes the Stage 

 

Our recent report of a high level initiative to attract global companies to move 

regional headquarters from Dubai to the King Abdullah Financial District in Riyadh is 

the subject of a recent Financial Times article of approaches to global IT, finance and 

oil service companies, including Google and Siemens, to promote Vision 2030’s goal 

of quintupling foreign investment as a percentage of GDP from 2 to 10%.  

 

Incentives include a 50-year tax holiday, waiver of Saudiization requirements and 

guarantees against regulatory changes.   

 

Signs of confidence in the Kingdom’s promise of investment-friendly regulatory and 

quality of life reforms include Google Cloud’s and Saudi Telecom’s data center 

projects with Saudi Aramco and Alibaba Cloud respectively, and Western Union’s 

$200 million investment in STC’s mobile wallet service.  

 

The Kingdom’s serious long-term commitment to expand its commercial footprint is 

reflected in progress in developing NEOM as an advanced technology destination, 

tourism, historical showcasing and entertainment projects on the Red Sea, at Al-Ula 

and Qiddiya; removal of a requirement that local companies be managed by Saudis; 
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serious investment in Lucid Motors as part of an initiative to supply electric vehicles 

regionally; and airport expansions in Jeddah and Riyadh, designed to compete with 

Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Qatar as intercontinental hubs. 

 

In addition, the Kingdom’s progress in resolving regional diplomatic disputes with 

Qatar and in finding a political solution in Yemen reflect a renewed commitment to 

work with global partners to promote regional peace, stability, and deterrence 

cooperatively rather than unilaterally. 

 

As Iran and Turkey Islamize their societies in the service of regional dominance, 

through these and other positive initiatives the Kingdom has to its great credit chosen 

instead to engage its neighbors and the world more positively and productively. 

 

Weird Wild West, Communal East 

 

Expatriates in the Gulf and elsewhere are often confused by the social and cultural 

idiosyncrasies that they encounter, including divergent attitudes towards individual 

rights and responsibilities, family and community, work ethic, politics, and 

governance.  

 

Sociologists and anthropologists have been challenged to explain the underlying 

context and causes, approaching the issues from a Western, Educated, 

Industrialized, Rich and Democratic (“Weird”) perspective, i.e. from one of the least 

representative viewpoints. 

 

Weird societies are individualistic, self-obsessed, guilt-ridden and analytical, 

emphasizing attributes, accomplishments, and aspirations over relationships and 

roles. They value personal achievement, self-esteem, happiness, overconfidence, 
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personal choice, and freedom, breaking complex phenomena down into discrete 

elements; honor “universal rules impartially applied;” are trusting, fair and 

cooperative with strangers; and hold themselves to high standards, relatively free of 

emotional shame and outside influence.  

 

The non-Weird on the other hand, reflecting different family and cultural patterns in 

diverging social worlds, often underestimate their abilities, and approach realities 

more holistically.  

 

While Weird societies have tended over the centuries towards replacing the kin-

based institutions of tribal Europe with independent nuclear families, by banning 

cousin, arranged, and polygamous marriage. Non-Weird societies on the other side 

continue to value extended families, clans, and cousin marriage, favoring conformity 

rather than individualism, along with holistic thinking and less guilt or trust of 

strangers.  

 

Obvious differences in adherence to rules, whether in traffic or on corporate boards, 

or in the delegation of authority and responsibility, or in promotion of independent vs. 

rote learning in the classroom, all evidence the confusing and frustrating reality that 

not everyone marches to the same Weird beat; and that understanding and 

embracing diversity requires letting go of expectations of similarity, while learning 

how history and culture shape minds, habits and attitudes. 

  

Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• January 3-15: Dakar Rally 

• March 6: MIT Enterprise Forum (MITEF) Saudi Startup Competition 
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COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of January 11, 2021 a continued decline in 

COVID cases, with: 

o 140 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and 

Dammam; 

o 363,949 cumulative cases, 1,948 active;  

o 158 recoveries daily, 355,706 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 4 deaths daily, 6,295 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 42,599 daily tests, 11,387,027 cumulative; 

o 137,862 vaccines administered. 

• Vaccine: Saudi Arabia has approved the Pfizer vaccine for import and 

use and has begun inoculations. Inoculation will not be compulsory. Health 

authorities have initiated a major vaccination campaign, which consists 

of several phases scheduled to be completed by late 2021. The stated goal is 

to reach 80% population immunity. UPS delivered the first batch of Pfizer 

vaccines to Saudi Arabia on December 21. 

o Registration: Registration for the vaccine is now available for citizens 

and residents. To register, visit here or use 

the iOS or Android “Sehanty” apps. Within 24 hours applicants will 

receive a message providing a date for receiving vaccine doses. 

  

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=71bf6cc416&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=c1be2b94bf&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=a5a75aacc3&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=a5a75aacc3&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=f9f4d39685&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=7de2f924a8&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=918da8b6c6&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=da26280fe0&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=243a23b090&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=8850386b2c&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=8850386b2c&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=6172046f37&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=62cf6bcf29&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=7c82177fe0&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=2a57c655ff&e=e3f02dcb89


Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Digital ID’s: The Ministry of Interior has released a digital version of its ID 

card, via the “Absher Individuals” smartphone app. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Foreigners Allowed to Run Saudi Companies: The Ministry of Commerce 

and the Ministry of Justice are allowing expatriates to run Saudi-owned 

companies. 

• Incentives for Companies to Relocate: Saudi Arabia is offering a variety of 

incentives under the “Programme HQ” campaign to convince multinationals to 

relocate their regional headquarters from Dubai to Riyadh. 

• Job Creation for Young Saudis: The Cultural Development Fund aims to 

create 70,000 culture and arts jobs for young Saudis by 2030.  

  

Legal 

• Al Tamimi Legal Magazine: For Al Tamimi Law’s latest magazine issue 

(focusing on healthcare in the Gulf), see here. 

• Crackdown on Illegal Foreign Cars: Saudi Customs is imposing a fine of 

SAR20 per day on motorists with foreign cars who overstay their vehicle 

permits. The last model year of foreign vehicles allowed to enter the 

Kingdom is 2016. 

• Crackdown on Umrah Agent Violations: Authorities have shut down 540 

Umrah agents after their pilgrims overstayed their visas. 
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Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Flights Resume: Saudi Arabia has reopened its land, sea, and air ports to 

travellers after two weeks of closure. Visitors from the UK, South Africa, and 

other countries affected by the new strain of coronavirus must spend at least 

two weeks outside of the country and take a PCR test before entering the 

Kingdom and undergo a seven-day quarantine and take another PCR test on 

arrival. A large number of expatriates are reportedly rushing to enter the 

Kingdom. 

o Travel Guidelines: For Saudia’s travel guidelines, see here.  

• Flights to Qatar to Reopen: Saudi Arabia is reopening flights to Qatar on 

January 11. Both Saudia and Qatar Airways will resume former 

routes between the countries. 

• Travel Curbs to be Lifted: The Ministry of Interior has stated that beginning 

March 31, all land, sea, and airports will be reopened and citizens will be 

allowed to travel freely abroad. The Ministry of Health has stated that Saudis 

leaving the Kingdom after March 31 will not be required to get vaccinated. 

• Health Passport: The Ministry of Health has launched a “health passport” via 

the “Tawakkalna” app, which confirms whether an individual has been 

vaccinated. It will not be necessary for travel. 

• UK Travel Guidelines: The UK government recently updated its travel 

advice to Saudi Arabia and provided further details on entry requirements. 

• Emirates Flights to Hong Kong Paused: Emirates Airlines has paused 

flights to Hong Kong until January 22. 
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Economy  

• General: 

o General: Saudi Arabia’s non-oil economy is showing signs of 

recovery, despite job-losses, with the Purchasing Managers’ Index 

(PMI) rising to the highest level since November 2019. Growth in 

sales was largely driven by domestic orders, with export demand 

rising “only modestly”. 

o USSBC Weekly Overview: For the US-Saudi Business Council’s 

(USSBC) most recent economic update, see here. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o SAMA Open Banking Policy: The Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority 

(SAMA) has announced its plans to launch an open banking 

regulatory framework. This will include encouraging greater financial 

transparency by providing third-party developers access to banks’ 

consumer financial data via APIs. 

• Retail and E-Commerce:  

o Growth in Digital Payments: Digital payments surged 75% in Saudi 

Arabia in 2020 due to the shift to online shopping, while ATM 

withdrawals declined 30%. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Crackdown on Off-Plan Sales: The Ministry of Housing has cracked 

down on off-plan sales during recent inspections. 
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o New Neom Details: Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman has 

released further details on Neom, which will include a 106 mile-long 

development called “The Line.” 

• Defense:  

o SAMI Vision: For background on the head of Saudi Arabian Military 

Industries (SAMI) and some of his recent comments on his vision for 

the company, see here. 

o Joint Air Exercise with US: Saudi Arabia’s Royal Air Force (RSAF) 

and the US Air Force recently completed a bilateral military drill. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o FIFA Talks: The president of FIFA recently met with Saudi officials to 

explore cooperation in sports. 

o Formula E Races: Formula E has announced its plans to proceed 

with races in Saudi Arabia scheduled for February. 

• Education: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o Nokia 5G Deals: Nokia announced the expansion of 5G infrastructure 

through partnerships with Zain KSA and Tawal. 
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o STC Data Centers: Saudi Arabian Telecommunications Company 

(STC) announced the launch of three data centers in Riyadh, Jeddah 

and Al-Madina via a $266.6 million (SAR1 billion) investment. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Industry and Transportation: 

o Lucid Motors Factory: Electric car company Lucid Motors is 

reportedly in talks with the Public Investment Fund (PIF), which is a 

major stakeholder, to build vehicle factories in the Kingdom. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o Flooding: The southern region of Ha’il is experiencing heavy flooding. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on January 11 at $52.20 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $52.05 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

o Arabian Sun: For Aramco’s most recent weekly newsletter (January 

6) see here. 

o Prices Rise, Demand to Weaken?: Oil prices currently stand at a 10-

month high due to Saudi Arabia’s recent oil production cuts and a 

decline in US crude inventories. According to an analysis by Goldman 

Sachs, production cuts likely indicate the Kingdom’s expectation of 

weaker demand from Asia. Goldman predicts oil to stand at $65 per 

barrel in 2016.  

  

Geopolitical 
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• Saudi Arabia’s Power: CEOWORLD has ranked Saudi Arabia as the 11th 

most powerful country in the world and the first in the Islamic and Arab 

world for 2021. 

  

GCC  

• GCC Summit: The 41st GCC Summit began on January 5 in Al Ula. The 

event was attended by the Emir of Qatar after the other Gulf states agreed 

to normalize relations under a “solidarity and stability” agreement. Talks 

centered around exploring further integration in the bloc. 

o Qatar Embargo Lifted: The UAE is resuming trade and travel with 

Qatar, but is holding off on reestablishing diplomatic ties. 

• World Bank GDP Predictions: The World Bank expects the following: 

o Saudi Arabia’s GDP to rise 2% in 2021 and 2.2% in 2022; 

o Kuwait’s to grow 0.5% in 2021 and 3.1% in 2022; 

o Qatar’s to grow 3% in both 2021 and 2022; 

o The UAE’s to grow 2.4% in 2022;  

o Bahrain’s to grow 2.2% in 2021 and 2.5% in 2022; 

o Oman’s to grow 7.9% in 2022.  

• UAE: 

o Sinopharm Vaccine Production: The UAE reportedly plans to 

manufacture China’s Sinopharm vaccines in order to facilitate its 

plans to innoculate 50% of its population in Q1 2021. 
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• Qatar:  

o Reopening: Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt are now 

permitting Qatar Airways to use their airspace. 

o Economic Growth: Qatar’s reopening is expected to result in 

significant benefits for the country’s banks, with Fitch expecting Saudi 

clients to shift funds back to Qatar and help fund LNG projects. 

Standard Chartered expects the country’s GDP to grow 3% in 2021. 

o Maintaining Ties with Turkey and Iran: Qatar has stated it will 

maintain its ties with Turkey and Iran despite its rapprochement with 

the GCC. 

• Kuwait:  

o Vaccine Choices: Kuwait will not allow residents to choose whether 

they will take the Pfizer-BioNTech or the Oxford-Astrazeneca vaccine. 

o Potential Government Resignation: Kuwait’s Cabinet of Ministers 

was rumored to resign this week after recent parliamentary tensions, 

though this did not take place. 

• Bahrain: 

o Online Self-Sponsorship for Expats: The Nationality, Passport and 

Residence Affairs (NPRA) announced that foreign retirees, investors 

and property owners can now apply for self-sponsored residence 

permits through its website. 

• Oman: 
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o Non-Oil Revenues to Rise: Oman expects non-oil revenues to rise 

25% this year, from 2.4 billion Omani rials ($6.24 billion) in 2020 to 3.2 

billion rials. 

o Inmate Pardons: The Sultan has pardoned 285 visitors, including 118 

foreigners, “out of care for families of these inmates.” 

o Tourist-Friendly Visa Rules: Oman has further loosened its visa 

laws to encourage tourism. 

 

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

 

Resources 

• Previous Newsletters 

• Ministry of Health Dashboard 

• Ministry of Health Coronavirus Guidance 

• New Companies Law 

• Chamber of Commerce Global Policy Dashboard 

• Ministry of Investment Guide to Business Continuity 

• US Embassy in Saudi Arabia 

• US State Department Travel Information 
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We will be happy to provide more specific advice in the context of particular 
circumstances, concerns, and priorities; please let us know. 
 

Christopher H. Johnson, Managing Attorney  

 

 

 

Disclaimer: While the above information was gathered from sources believed to be 
accurate at the time, we cannot be responsible for errors due to human or technical error.  
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