
 

Introduction 

GCC Common Market: New Game, New Rules 

 

Alongside geopolitical differences on a wide range of issues, trade has risen to the 

forefront of an emerging strategic rivalry between Saudi Arabia and the UAE as 

imports from the Kingdom’s GCC producers now face tariffs of 3 – 15% if their local 

workforce falls below 10-25% or locally added value falls short.  

 

Just as the Kingdom has aggressively raised Saudiization quotas through an ever-

tightening nitaqat screw, similar policies now apply to GCC exporters; to enjoy GCC 

trade preferences while limiting competition benefiting from cheap south Asian labor, 

they must avoid 5+% import tariffs now meaningfully Emiratiize their workforces.  

 

Not unlike the U.S. conditioning trade preferences on minimum environmental and 

labor standards, the Kingdom now seeks to level the GCC playing field through 

national manpower and domestic value add requirements. 

 

Trucks approaching the Saudi/UAE border must now demonstrate place of origin and 

labor force composition, at levels that could drive many products from the market; 

many if not most Jebel Ali Free Zone producers must now either find new markets or 

go out of business.  
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Strategic Convergence / Imitation: Sincerest Form of Flattery? 

 

While Saudi Arabia and the UAE have long co-operated in containing Islamic 

fundamentalism, stabilizing Yemen and sanctioning Qatar, policies diverged 

following the UAE’s 2019 withdrawal from Yemen and more recent differences over 

oil production quotas, albeit with a compromise now rumored.  

 

As Saudi Arabia retools from a rentier model floating on legacy oil profits to a 

privatized and deregulated free market depending on productive and competitive 

labor, products and services, it now competes more directly with GCC neighbors who 

have pioneered this transition; how better to steal a march on these more advanced 

neighbors than by requiring candidates for Saudi public procurement to localize their 

regional headquarters and logistical hubs in the Kingdom? 

 

Saudi Arabia’s legacy attraction for foreign investors under the rentier model 

depended on low tax, cheap labor and subsidized inputs and utilities, all now 

sacrificed on the altar of privatization and deregulation, though not without cost to 

competitiveness against similarly investment hungry neighbors. 

 

With a 90% expatriate population, UAE exporters employ few if any locals; given 

extra labor and local content costs and 15% tariffs, UAE metals exporters may be 

squeezed out of the market by Chinese and Indian competitors.  

 

The UAE exported $25+ billion last year to Saudi Arabia’s 35 million consumers; with 

Dubai’s 30 free zones depending on duty-free access and Jebel Ali Free Zone’s 

$100 billion in annual trade making up 25% of Dubai’s GDP, how will the UAE 

weather the likely economic fallout?  

 



Comparative Advantage or Protectionism? 

 

While free trade purists like David Ricardo believe that in a world of specialization 

built on the comparative advantage the tide of free trade raises all ships, though as 

the U.S. learned following China’s recent surge in economic competitiveness, free 

trade losers suffer heavily, and vote loudly and reliably.  

 

In line with Ricardian principles, expanding the 1982 GCC Unified Economic 

Agreement to add services to goods could not only restore the GCC’s original 

promise to promote free movement of products, people and capital, but also create a 

confident and dominant bloc comparable to the EU, to the benefit not only of 

economic well-being but also of an effective common defense against Iran and other 

threats. 

 

Will Saudi Arabia and the UAE through a GCC regional powerhouse yet adapt and 

leverage their customs union for common benefit, or are we destined to 

replay Smoot-Hawley’s self-defeating beggar-thy-neighbor policies of the 1930’s? 

 

Upcoming Holidays, Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• USSBC Program: For a schedule of upcoming U.S.-Saudi Business Council 

(USSBC) events and webinars see here. 

• Haj 2021: July 17-22 

• Eid al Adha: July 19-22 

• National Day: September 23 
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• Red Sea Film Festival: December 6-15 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of July 17, 2021, a sustained spike in COVID 

cases, with: 

o 1,098 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and Ta’if; 

o 10,905 active cases, 508,521 cumulative;  

o 1,207 recoveries daily, 489,553 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 15 deaths daily, 8,063 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 107,317 tests administered daily; 

o 22,112,330 vaccine doses administered. 

• Vaccine: Saudi Arabia has approved both the Pfizer, Oxford-AstraZeneca, 

Johnson and Johnson, and Moderna vaccines for import and use. Inoculation 

is not 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.  

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.  

o Second Dose Availability: Authorities have announced that the 

second dose of COVID vaccines will only be available to members of 

five categories: patients who are on kidney dialysis, have active 
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cancer, recently underwent organ transplants, are obese, or are over 

60. The Minister of Health has stated that the administration of second 

doses will start when stock is available in large quantities. 

o Vaccines for Adolescents: Saudi Arabia will start inoculating young 

people aged 12 to 18 against COVID with the Pfizer-BioNtech vaccine 

after it was approved by the Saudi Food and Drug Authority. The 

Ministry of Education said it plans to vaccinate 2,726,516 students 

through vaccination centers approved by the Ministry of Health before 

the start of the academic year. 

o 50% Vaccination Rate: Half of the population of Saudi Arabia 

has received a vaccine. 

o Safety of Mixing Vaccines: The Ministry of Health has reaffirmed the 

safety of the mixing of vaccines approved in the Kingdom. 

• Upcoming Vaccine Requirements: Saudi Arabia's interior ministry has 

stated that vaccination will be required to enter any governmental, private, or 

educational establishments (including malls) and to use public 

transportation from August 1. Vaccination will also be mandatory to attend 

any social, economic, commercial, cultural, scientific, entertainment, or sports 

event.  

  

Public Sector Updates  

• Gas Price Adjustment: Saudi Arabia has set the ceiling for gasoline prices 

at SAR2.18 (58 cents) per liter of 91 octane. 
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Corporate / Employment 

• USSTG Updates: For the latest updates from the US-Saudi Trade Group 

(USSTG), see here. 

• Shops Can Remain Open During Prayer Times: According to a circular 

issued by the Federation of Saudi Chambers, shops and commercial 

establishments can remain open during prayer times. 

• Expansion of Duty-Free Shops: Saudi Arabia intends to expand its duty-

free markets to all airports, seaports, and land ports, as well as on board 

flights and ships. 

  

Legal 

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

(May 2021, focus is on climate change), see here. 

• Car Window Tinting: Saudi Arabia’s General Traffic Directorate has 

published rules for tinting car windows. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Travel Resumes: Saudi Arabia has lifted its ban on travelers from all 

countries except the UAE, Ethiopia, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Egypt, Lebanon, 

Turkey, Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan.  

o Travel Guidelines: For an outline of travel guidelines to and from 

Saudi Arabia, see here. For Saudia’s travel guidelines, see here.  

o Visa Extensions: The General Directorate of Passports (Jawazat) 

has clarified that exit and reentry visas of expatriates who are outside 
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the Kingdom can be extended electronically through the employer’s 

Absher or Muqeem platform, after paying fees through the SADAD 

payment system. 

o Saudi Citizens: Vaccinated Saudi citizens may also resume 

international travel, though they are banned from direct or indirect 

travel without prior permission to Libya, Yemen, Armenia, 

Afghanistan, Syria, Iran, Somalia, Belarus, India, Lebanon, Turkey, 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Venezuela. 

o Tawakkalna Requirements: The General Authority of Civil Aviation 

(GACA) requires airlines operating in the Kingdom that boarding 

passes can only be issued to passengers who have either been 

vaccinated or have not been infected as registered in the Tawakkalna 

application. GACA said that Tawakklana is mandatory for entering 

airports and boarding flights in the Kingdom. 

o Health Insurance Requirements: Foreign visitors who come to 

Saudi Arabia are required to have health insurance coverage against 

COVID-19 infection. 

o Institutional Quarantine Requirement: All non-Saudi unvaccinated 

arrivals in the Kingdom must undergo a week-long institutional 

quarantine starting May 20. Foreign visitors arriving by air from most 

countries are exempted from the quarantine if they have been 

vaccinated. Approved vaccines are Johnson & Johnson, Moderna, 

Pfizer, and AstraZeneca.  

o COVID Test Requirement: Non-Saudi travelers over eight years old 

must show a negative PCR Covid-19 test result less than 72 hours 

old. 
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o Immunization Portal: Saudi Arabia has launched an online portal for 

travelers to register immunization data. 

o Potential Tourism Reopening: The Kingdom reportedly plans to 

soon reopen to foreign tourists. The Saudi Central Bank announced 

the possibility of adding COVID-19 coverage to insurance policies 

for non-Saudi tourists. 

o Sinovac Recipients Allowed: Saudi Arabia has reversed its decision 

barring the entrance of Sinovac recipients into the country; Sinovac is 

now on the Kingdom’s list of recognized vaccines for travel. 

o Free Visa Extensions: Saudi Arabia has started the automatic 

extension of visas and residency permits of expatriates stranded 

abroad who are citizens of 20 countries. 

• Pre-Travel Vaccination Status Registration: The General Authority of Civil 

Aviation (GACA) has issued a circular to all airlines asking them to ensure 

that all foreign nationals coming to Saudi Arabia have registered their 

vaccination status online before departure. 

  

Business / Economy  

• General: 

o Fitch Outlook: Fitch revised Saudi Arabia's outlook from negative to 

stable, citing significantly higher oil prices and continued government 

commitment to adjusting its finances. 

o IMF Outlook: The IMF predicts that Saudi Arabia will likely use 

surplus oil revenue to rebuild reserves rather than boost spending. 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Fintech Initiative: Saudi Arabia launched the Saudi Fintech Initiative 

to support the fintech ecosystem and promote the country as a fintech 

hub. 

o PIF ESG Framework: Saudi Arabia's sovereign wealth fund has 

reportedly asked banks to help it develop an environmental, social, 

and governance (ESG) framework. 

o Bank Credit Increase: Bank credit granted to the private sector 

increased by 16% in 2021 to reach about SAR1,840.8 billion, while 

money supply grew 6.7% and bank deposits grew 7.5%. 

o McLaren Stake: The PIF has purchased a $757m minority stake 

in McLaren Automotive. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Marsh Engineering Hub: Insurance broker Marsh Ltd. has launched 

its third engineering hub in the Middle East and Africa region in Al-

Khobar focused on energy. 

• Industry, Utilities, Desalination, and Logistics: 

o Red Sea Terminal Sale: Saudi Industrial Services Co. (SISCO) has 

completed the divestment of a 21.2% direct equity stake in Red Sea 

Gateway Terminal to the PIF and CSPL. 

o Jazan Treatment Plant RFQ: Saudi Water Partnership Company 

(SWPC) has issued a Request for Qualification (RFQ) for the 

development of the Jazan small sewage treatment plants (SSTP) with 

a 104,500 cu m per day capacity. 
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• Defense:  

o Ammunition Dump Explosion: An ammunition dump at an airbase 

out Riyadh that contained “unserviceable munitions” exploded. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Entertainment Sector Loans: The General Entertainment Authority 

(GEA) has pledged to provide SAR500m worth of loans to companies, 

in order to create new attractions and entertainment projects in the 

country. 

o Film AlUla: Saudi Arabia plans to show FilmAlUla at the 74th Cannes 

Film Festival. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

     No significant recent developments. 

• Religion:  

o Religious Changes: The Saudi government is pushing back against 

the Kingdom’s conservative religious establishment, potentially risking 

tensions. 

o Smart Bracelets for Pilgrims: The Saudi Data and Artificial 

Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) has partnered with STC Group to 

launch the IoT-based Pilgrim’s Smart Bracelet (NUSK) project. 

o Hajj Guardianship Rules Changed: Saudi Arabia no longer requires 

male guardianship during Hajj. 

• Education: 

     No significant recent developments. 
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• Healthcare: 

     No significant recent developments. 

• Technology and Telecom: 

     Data Center Ambitions: For an analysis on the Kingdom’s plan to attract 

$18 billion in data center investments by 2030, see here. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

     Flour Mill Sales: Saudi Arabia has raised almost $800m from the sale of 

two major flour mills, as its privatization program gathers pace. 

     Poultry Market Rules: The Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA) has 

recently implemented several new measures that will significantly affect 

the Saudi import poultry market. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices most recently stand on July 17 at $73.58 pbb for 

Saudi oil (Arab Light) and $71.81 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

o Arabian Sun: For Aramco’s most recent weekly newsletter (July 14) 

see here. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Chinese Cooperation: Chinese State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang 

Yi met with the Saudi Arabian Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al 

Saud to reaffirm their commitment to bilateral ties and multilateral 

cooperation. 
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• UK Strategic Partnership: The UK and Saudi Arabia have concluded a 

round of meetings in which both countries pledged to boost economic 

relations across several industries. 

  

GCC  

• Oil Compromise: Saudi Arabia and the UAE have reportedly reached a 

compromise over OPEC+ policy. 

• UAE: 

o ADNOC Drilling Investments: The Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 

(ADNOC) is investing $763.7 million in integrated rigless services 

across six of its artificial islands to support its production capacity 

expansion to 5 million barrels per day (mmbpd) by 2030. 

o Indonesia Flights Barred: The UAE has suspended flights from 

Indonesia due to COVID fears. 

o Golden Visas for Coders: UAE has launched a programme to add 

100,000 coders to its workforce over the next five years by offering 

them “golden visas.” 

• Qatar:  

o Tourism Reopens: Qatar has reopened its borders for fully 

vaccinated international travelers, including Americans. 

o Airspace Control: Qatar has reportedly been given a preliminary 

green light by a UN body on a proposal to control its own airspace. 
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• Kuwait:  

o Work Sector Transfer: Kuwait will allow workers in six different 

sectors (manufacturing, agriculture, herding, fishing, cooperative 

societies, and free trade zones) to transfer to any other sector. 

o Gas Imports: Kuwait has opened its first permanent facility to import 

liquefied natural gas, as the country attempts to wean its power plants 

off crude and use cleaner forms of energy. 

• Bahrain: 

o Alert Level Changed: Bahrain’s National Medical Taskforce for 

Combatting the Coronavirus confirmed that it will move from its 

current “yellow” alert level to a “green” alert level from Friday, July 16 

until Sunday, July 18. 

o Flight Ban: Bahrain has banned entry from 16 new countries 

including Tunisia, Iran, Iraq, Mexico, Philippines, South Africa, and 

Indonesia. 

• Oman: 

o Saudi Visit: Sultan Haitham received a warm reception during his 

recent visit to Riyadh where he met with both King Salman and the 

crown prince. 

o Fitch Downgrade of National Bank: Fitch downgraded its rating of 

the National Bank of Oman after the Commercial Bank of Qatar QSC 

abandoned its plan to acquire a controlling stake. 
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Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

• Dangerous Cars: According to the Ministry of Trade, Saudi Arabia has up to 

1.8 million cars with dangerous defects on its highways, after their owners 

refused to follow recalls and undergo proper maintenance.  

 

 

Resources 

• Previous Newsletters 

• Ministry of Health Dashboard 

• Ministry of Health Coronavirus Guidance 

• New Companies Law (English) 

• Chamber of Commerce Global Policy Dashboard 

• Ministry of Investment Guide to Business Continuity 

• US-Saudi Business Council 

• Saudi-US Trade Group 

• American Community of Saudi Arabia Newsletters 

• 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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