
 

Introduction 

Commercial Freedom 

 

Just as world-class airlines in the UAE and Qatar and the Saudi gigaprojects are free 

to recruit the best leadership globally, Saudi business owners are now able to 

choose their managers freely regardless of nationality, following Justice Minister 

Walid Al-Samaani’s revocation of a 2006 decree limiting leadership of Saudi 

companies to Saudi nationals only, in line with the recommendation of a working 

team organized by Commerce Minister Majed Al Qasabi. 

 

This change aligns with other liberalizing reforms to promote Vision 2030’s goal of 

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

years, and signals clearly to a globalized business community that Saudi Arabia 

welcomes not only their capital but also their managerial experience and talent. 

 

I Saw the Future… 

 

My wife Nabers and I returned from Washington, DC on Thursday, January 14, and 

were impressed with the process at both ends.  

 

While our PCR test in Herndon was expensive, the process was straightforward, and 



the flight not much different from normal times, aside from the masking, health form, 

and distanced deplaning. 

 

The 2-day self-quarantine, arriving as it did over a weekend, passed quickly, and we 

were able to schedule our free test on the Tawakkalna app 48 hours to the hour after 

my arrival at the Airport Mass Testing Center. Our negative result arrived later that 

same day, ending our quarantine. 

 

I then scheduled my vaccine for 8 am on the Sehatty app, and that’s when the magic 

began. 

 

We arrived at the Riyadh Expo at 7:45 am, and were warmly greeted by well-trained 

and cheerful Ministry of Health personnel. At precisely 8 am my number was called 

on a digital screen, directing me to follow the red line. In less than a minute I was 

shown into a private treatment room, where a well-trained and cheerful medic 

administered my vaccine. From there I was escorted into a waiting room to check for 

adverse symptoms, and ushered cheerfully on my way within 20 minutes of my 

appointment. 

 

We were both heartened by the protection and treatment that we received and 

excited to see Saudi Arabia outperform our own and other supposedly developed 

countries in this key area of healthcare in these plague times. 

 

The Kingdom has evidently enlisted the best support from the best public health 

experts from around the world to respond quickly and effectively to one of the most 

serious national and global challenges of my lifetime. 

 

After John Reed returned to the U.S. after visiting the newly-organized Soviet Union 



in the 1920s, he announced that he had “visited the future, and it works!” While 

premature in his assessment of the productivity and sustainability of the Soviet 

model, Saudi Arabia has done itself great credit in its crisis management, and others 

should take careful note of its exemplary performance and success.  

 

Saudis on their side should be proud of what they have achieved in this critical field 

of health crisis response, and, on Rahm Emmanuel’s principle of never allowing a 

crisis to go to waste, consider similarly bold and innovative policies in such other 

critical areas as education, traffic safety, respect for the environment and global 

engagement. 

 

Sovereign Wealth + Social Transformation = Security + Sustainability 

 

Prince Mohammed on Sunday announced plans to double Public Investment Fund 

(PIF) assets to SR4 trillion ($1.07 trillion) by 2025 and SR7.5 trillion ($2 trillion) by 

2030, from SR150 billion in 2015 and SR1.5 trillion today, while investing SR3 trillion 

in new sectors over 10 years. As energy prices return to pre-covid levels and reforms 

bear fruit, hopes for further decades of rich oil revenues as low-cost producer rise 

accordingly. 

 

He credited the fund with creating 331,000 direct and indirect jobs with a goal of 

another 1.8 million by 2025 through SR150 billion in annual investments, contributing 

SR1.2 trillion to non-oil GDP. 

 

Like NEOM, Red Sea, Qiddiya, and other visionary projects such ambitious and 

promising goals inspire hope and national pride, in anticipation of this week’s annual 

Future Investment Initiative showcase of economic, technological, and social 

progress. 



 

Success in energizing the private sector and generating this sovereign wealth 

depend of course on achieving Vision 2030 goals, most importantly a sense of 

empowerment and purpose for Saudi youth in developing the entrepreneurial 

service-minded skills that a privatized and deregulated economy requires. 

 

Confidence and ambition are qualities to admire in leaders; are Saudi youth ready for 

the challenge? 

 

Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• January 27-28: Future Investment Initiative (“Davos in the Desert”) 

• March 6: MIT Enterprise Forum (MITEF) Saudi Startup Competition 

• March 22-24: Saudi Contractors Authority Future Projects Forum 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of January 26, 2021, a continued decline in 

COVID cases, with: 

o 213 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and 

Dammam; 

o 366,584 cumulative cases, 2,095 active;  

o 198 recoveries daily, 358,137 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 3 deaths daily, 6,355 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 43,695 daily tests, 12,037,420 cumulative; 
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o 391,643 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. 

• Herd Immunity Expectations: The Deputy Minister of Health for Public 

Health stated he expects Saudi Arabia to achieve herd immunity by the end 

of Q3 2020, and that precautionary measures could be eased after this 

period. 

  

Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Anti-Corruption Push: The Oversight and Anti-Corruption Authority 

(Nazaha) has convicted and imprisoned a number of citizens and residents, 

including some former government officials, and has initiated a number of 

fresh criminal cases involving fraud, bribery, and embezzlement of public 

funds. 

• Ministerial Changes: King Salman bin Abdul Aziz on Sunday issued several 

royal decrees, relieving ministers and senior officials of duties and appointing 

new ones. The Ministry of Housing will be merged with the Ministry of 
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Municipal and Rural Affairs under the name of the Ministry of Municipal, 

Rural, and Housing Affairs. 

• IP Protection Push: The Saudi Authority for Intellectual Property (SAIP) has 

launched a campaign of inspecting websites to monitor their compliance 

with intellectual property regulations. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Davos in the Desert: The fourth Future Investment Initiative will take place 

from January 27-28 in Riyadh under the theme “The Neo-Renaissance”. 

• Expat Departures: 257,000 expats left the Saudi labor market in Q3 2020, 

though the number of Saudis employed in the labor market rose by 81,900 

quarter-on-quarter (QoQ) to 3.25 million. 

• VAT Waivers: The Saudi General Authority of Zakat and Tax (GAZT) 

extended the waiver period of fines and financial penalties for non-payment of 

Value Added Tax (VAT) until June 30, 2021.  

• Saudization Targets: The Ministry of Human Resources and Social 

Development (MHRSD) announced it will sign agreements with major 

companies to create 115,000 private sector jobs for Saudis under 

its “Tawteen” program. 

  

Legal 

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

(focusing on healthcare in the Gulf), see here. 
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• Drop In Executions: Saudi Arabia conducted 27 executions in 2020, an 85% 

drop from the 184 in 2019. This was due largely to a moratorium on death 

penalties for drug-related offenses and for minors.  

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Flights: 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.  

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

o Airports to Reopen March 31: The Saudi Aviation Authority has 

stated it will reopen all airports beginning March 31. 

• Flights Between UAE and Qatar Resume: Etihad and Qatar Airways are 

resuming flights between Doha and the UAE. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o Unemployment Falls: The unemployment rate for Saudis fell from 

15.4% in Q2 2020 to 14.9% in 2020, while the overall unemployment 

rate for all Saudi residents fell to 8.5%. The number of Saudis working 

in the private sector meanwhile rose 2.9% to 1.75 million during 2020, 

with 49,000 jobs created for Saudi men and women during the period. 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o PIF Developments: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman on 

Sunday launched a new five-year strategy for the Public Investment 

Fund (PIF), the Kingdom’s chief sovereign wealth fund. The PIF aims 

to inject at least $40 billion a year into the Saudi economy, double its 

assets to $1.07 trillion, contribute U$320 billion to non-oil GDP, and 

create 1.8 million jobs by 2025. 

o Central Bank Head Replaced: Ahmed Alkholifey was removed from 

his position as head of the central bank, and was replaced by former 

central bank governor Fahad Al-Mubarak. 

o Sukuk Issuance: The National Debt Management Center (NDMC) 

closed the January 2021 issuance under the Saudi Arabian 

Government SR-denominated Sukuk Program, issuing two tranches 

worth a total of SR2.96 billion ($789 million) which will mature in 2028 

and 2033. 

• Retail and E-Commerce:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Motorsport City: Saudi Arabia is building a “motorsport city” in 

Qiddiyah to host the 2024 Formula One races. 

o KAFD LEED Platinum Certification: King Abdullah Financial District 

(KAFD) has received the Leadership in Energy and Environmental 

Design (LEED) Stage 2 Platinum certification, indicating eco-friendly 

features. 
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• Defense:  

o Radar Modernization: Saudi Arabia is exploring upgrading its aerial 

defense system with the acquisition of aerostat-equipped radars. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Education: 

o Potential In-Person Classes Resumption: Saudi authorities have 

ruled out students’ imminent return to classes, linking attendance 

to COVID-19 risk. 

o Saudi Electronic University IEEE Membership: The Saudi 

Electronic University has obtained membership to the US Institute of 

Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE). 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o Space Technology Exchange: The Saudi Space Commission has 

signed an executive program with the University of Arizona to 

exchange space-interested students and staff. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o Almarai Profits: Almarai, the region’s largest dairy company, 

reported a 2020 net profit increase of 10 percent to SR1.984 billion 
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($530 million) as a result of 7% year-on-year revenue growth, mainly 

due to foods, long-life dairy, and poultry. 

o SAGO Barley Tenders: The Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO) 

announced a tender to import 480,000 tons of wheat for March-April 

2021. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o Water Pipeline Expansion: The Water Transmission & Technologies 

Company is planning to both expand and launch an IPO in the near 

future. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on January 26 at $55.87 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $53.08 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

20) see here. 

o Top Supplier to China: Saudi Arabia beat Russia to keep its ranking 

as China’s top crude supplier in 2020. 

o Renewable Plans: The president of King Abdullah City for Atomic 

and Renewable Energy announced that Saudi Arabia aims to 

generate 50 percent of the nation’s power needs using renewable 

energy by 2030, with the remainder provided by gas. 
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Geopolitical 

• United States: 

o Biden Relations: The Biden administration faces several difficulties in 

its relationship with Saudi Arabia, including resolving the 

imprisonment of several Saudi former officials. Meanwhile Saudi 

Arabia’s foreign minister stated the kingdom was optimistic that it 

would have "excellent relations" with the new US administration. 

Leaders of Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain congratulated Biden on his 

election. 

o Travel Ban Ended: President Biden has ended the Trump ban on 

travelers entering the US from several Middle Eastern and African 

nations. 

• Yemen: Houthi forces continue to target Saudi Arabia with drones and 

missiles. 

  

GCC  

• UAE: 

o US Arms Deals: The UAE has reportedly signed an agreement with 

the US to purchase 50 F-35 jets and up to 18 MQ-9 drones. 

o Aluminum Tariffs Lifted: In its final hours the Trump administration 

announced it will exempt the UAE from a 10% tariff imposed on most 

aluminum imports in 2018 under a quota agreement that would restrict 

aluminum imports. 
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o Vaccine Plans: The UAE is on track to have half its population 

vaccinated by the end of March, with 1.8 million residents already 

vaccinated. 

• Qatar:  

o UAE WTO Dispute Ended: Qatar has suspended its case at the 

World Trade Organization against the UAE. 

• Kuwait:  

o Anti-Corruption: Kuwait’s Public Authority for Combating Corruption, 

the Nazaha, is investigating corruption cases involving 37 government 

agencies. 

o PM Reappointed: Kuwait’s emir reappointed Sheikh Sabah al-Khalid 

al-Sabah as prime minister after the cabinet resigned last week in 

a standoff with parliament. 

o Kuwaitization: The Civil Service Bureau has drawn up a report to 

reduce the number of expats working in the public sector as part of its 

plans to achieve a 100% Kuwaiti workforce.  

• Bahrain: 

o Investments: The Bahrain Economic Development Board stated it 

attracted $885 million in direct investment in 2020 through new 

companies setting up and expanding in the kingdom. 

o Employment Plans: The Prime Minister announced Bahrain will 

launch the second edition of its National Employment Program, which 

aims to create 25,000 jobs in 2021 and provide 10,000 training 

opportunities annually. 
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• Oman: 

o Land Border Closure Extended: The Ministry of Interior stated that 

Oman’s land borders will remain closed until 18:00 local time 

on February 1. 

o Omanization: The Ministry of Labor announced it will bar expatriates 

from certain private-sector jobs. 

  

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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