
 

Introduction 

Trading as Core Activity 

 

Trading has always been tightly protected in the Arabian Gulf, which since the 

days of the Prophet has featured a trading economy with limited local products 

or services. Until 2005 foreign investors were excluded from competing directly 

with Saudi traders, and limited to selling products either offshore or through 

local agents or distributors. 

 

WTO: Doors (Slowly) Open 

 

In negotiating accession to the World Trade Organization in 2006, faced with 

pressures from trading partners to loosen these locks, the Kingdom for the first 

time allowed trading licenses for 75% foreign-owned entities with SR20+ million 

foreign capital. 

 

Further Loosening: Global Brands 

 

In the face of pressure by global brands with policies in some cases of selling 



only directly to consumers, the Council of Ministers in 2016 approved trading 

licenses for 100% foreign-owned entities, given 

• a presence in 3+ regional or global markets, 

• SR30+ million ($8 million) foreign capital, 

• achieving the following within 5 years:  

   a) train 30% of Saudi workforce; 

   b) attain Ministry of Human Resources & Social Development 

(MHRSD) Saudiization levels; and  

   c) commit to promote Saudis to leadership positions; and 

• implementation of one of the following options:  

   a) investment of SR300+ million (including SR30/$80 million capital) 

in 5 years, or  

   b) investment of SR200+ million (including SR30/$53.33 million 

capital) in 5 years, and one or more of the following:  

      -manufacture 30+% of locally-sold products, 

      -budget 5+% of sales for local research and development,  

      -establish local integrated logistics, distribution and after-sale 

service center. 

This policy aligns broadly with Vision 2030’s promise of greater freedom for 

foreign investors, a 5x increase in foreign investment, and rising to the top 20 in 

World Bank ease of business rankings, as many enjoyed similar concessions in 

the UAE.  

 

 



Workarounds: Common, but Risky 

 

In the face of such barriers to market entry, some foreign investors have sought 

to trade locally through “sponsorship” and other similar arrangements with 

locally-licensed entities, in violation of the Anti-Concealment Regulations, a 

risky proposition at best in the context of the authorities’ increasingly vigilance 

in identifying and curtailing such circumventions. 

 

Growing Swell 

 

MISA has since 2016 issued local trading licenses to Dow Chemical Company, 

3M, Pfizer and Huawei, among scores of others.  

 

While the new policy took time to refine and implement, the rules are becoming 

clearer and generally looser, as under the leadership of Khalid Al-Falih MISA 

becomes increasingly foreign investor friendly. 

 

Be Prepared 

 

Opportunities for foreign investors in a rapidly expanding domestic economy 

abound, despite continuing regulatory hurdles, expenses and risks at the hands 

of the Tax Department, Saudi Customs, the Capital Market Authority, MHRSD 

and other regulators.  

 

While Saudi Arabia ranks among the best markets globally in many sectors, 

rapid and often confusing regulatory changes dictate a posture of enhanced 

compliance to avoid running afoul of often aggressive and unpredictable and 



sometimes capricious regulators. 

  

Upcoming Holidays, Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

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

Council (USSBC) events and webinars see here. 

• Red Sea Film Festival: December 6-15 

• MIT Enterprise Forum: March 2022 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of November 8, 2021, a 

sustained decline in COVID with cases at 1% of their peak. 

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

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

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. The Ministry of 

Health has affirmed the safety of the mixing of vaccines approved in the 

Kingdom. The Ministry of Health also allows those who have recovered 

from COVID to receive two doses of a vaccine. 

o Registration: Vaccines are available for citizens and residents. 

To register, use the “Tawakkalna” app.  

• Restrictions Ease: The Ministry of Interior announced that wearing 

masks and social distancing are no longer mandatory in most public 
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places for the vaccinated, and events can resume at full capacity. 

  

Public Sector Updates  

• Climate Initiatives: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman launched the 

Middle East Green Initiative aimed at investing $10.4 billion to reduce 

carbon emissions in the region and protect the environment. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• VAT Plans: The Minister of Finance stated that Saudi Arabia has no 

plans to reduce the rate of value-added tax (VAT) in the near future. 

• Headquarters Move Success: Officials reportedly see the Kingdom’s 

push for firms to set up regional headquarters in Riyadh as a success. 

Saudi Arabia said it had licensed 44 international companies to set 

up regional headquarters in Riyadh. 

• Worker Payments: Over 29,000 workers have finally got their delayed 

salaries worth SAR54 million after the Ministry of Human Resources 

and Social Development intervened. 

  

Legal 

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

issue (August 2021, focus is on technology, media, and telecom), 

see here. 
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• New Driving Regulations: Traffic authorities have started imposing 

fines on drivers who allow the use of front seats for children. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

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

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

Turkey, Brazil, 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 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 
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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. Recipients of the 

Sinopharm and Sinovac vaccines require booster doses. 

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. 

o Immunization Portal: Saudi Arabia has launched an online 

portal for travelers to register immunization data. 

• Short-Term Residency Permits: Expats in Saudi Arabia can now get 

three-month residency permits with a renewal option for the same 

period and they can save a digital copy of the permit on their 

smartphones. 
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Business / Economy  

• General: 

o Surplus: Saudi Arabia recorded a budget surplus of $1.79 billion 

in Q3 2021, as higher oil prices fuelled its first quarterly surplus 

in over two years. 

o Moody's Outlook: Moody’s changed Saudi Arabia's outlook to 

"stable" from "negative", saying it was likely the government 

would reverse most of its 2020 debt increase while preserving 

fiscal buffers. 

o Oil Price Projections: Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, said that 

there is a high probability of oil reaching $100 a barrel at the FII 

conference in Riyadh. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Citi Ambitions: Citigroup reportedly wants to pursue a banking 

license in Saudi Arabia to further boost its business in the 

kingdom by expanding into trade finance and treasury solutions. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o National Infrastructure Fund: Saudi Arabia, advised by the 

world's largest fund manager BlackRock, has launched a 

national infrastructure fund to support up to $53 billion in 

projects over the next decade. 

o Real Estate Financing Deal: The Saudi Real Estate Refinance 

Company (SRC), wholly owned by the PI), announced that it has 
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signed a refinancing partnership agreement with the Real Estate 

Development Fund (REDF) to refinance a real estate 

portfolio worth $2.7 billion. 

• Industry, Utilities, Desalination, and Logistics: 

o Potential Car Factories: According to the Minister of 

Investment, the Kingdom is in talks with several carmakers 

about manufacturing in the country. 

• Defense:  

o US Missile Sale: The U.S. State Department approved its first 

major arms sale to Saudi Arabia under president Biden with the 

sale of 280 air-to-air missiles valued at up to $650 million. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Red Sea Project Hotel Deals: Nine hotel management 

companies have signed up to operate hotels in the Red Sea 

Project. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Religion:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Education: 

o No significant recent developments. 
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• Healthcare: 

o Merck Manufacturing Support: Merck KGaA has signed on to 

help SaudiVax of Saudi Arabia design and construct a 

multimodality biologics manufacturing facility. 

• Technology and Telecom: 

o OneWeb JV: Satellite broadband startup OneWeb and a 

company backed by the PIF have signed a $200 million joint 

venture, with exclusive rights to distribute the network’s capacity 

in targeted Middle East regions. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o Wheat Tender: Saudi Arabia’s main state wheat buying agency, 

the Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO), issued an international 

tender to purchase about 655,000 tons of wheat. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices most recently stood on November 8 at 

$78.59 pbb for Saudi oil (Arab Light) and $82.37 pbb for West Texas 

Intermediate (WTI). 

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

(November 3) see here. 
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o Aramco Growth: Aramco reported $30.4 billion in Q3 net 

income (160% growth), bolstered by a surge in oil prices 

and recovery in demand. 

o OPEC Strategy: OPEC and its oil-producing allies have agreed 

to continue with their current output plan, deciding against 

loosening the taps in the face of multiyear highs in crude prices 

and U.S. pressure to help cool the market. 

o Hydrogen Plans: The Minister of Energy stated that Saudi 

Arabia wants to be the largest supplier of hydrogen. He also 

stated that a large portion of gas from the $110 billion Jafurah 

development will be used for blue hydrogen. 

o SABIC Carbon Neutrality: Petrochemicals giant Saudi Basic 

Industries Corp (SABIC) announced plans on Saturday to 

meet carbon neutrality by 2050. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Lebanon Tensions: Saudi Arabia expelled the Lebanese ambassador 

and banned all Lebanese imports in response to critical comments 

made by a Lebanese minister about the Saudi-led military intervention 

in Yemen. The president of the Federation of Saudi Chambers (FSC), 

said that all Saudi companies have halted their entire dealings 

with Lebanese companies. The Kingdom also classified the Lebanon-

based Hezbollah affiliate Al-Qard Al-Hassan association as a “terrorist” 

entity. 
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• Pakistan Aid: Saudi Arabia will reportedly deposit $3 billion into its 

central bank to help bolster the nation’s shrinking foreign reserves. 

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

missiles. 

  

GCC  

• UAE: 

o New Personal Status Law: A new law has been issued to 

regulate personal status matters including civil marriage, 

divorce, joint custody of children, and inheritance for non-

Muslims in Abu Dhabi. 

o ADNOC Energy Diversification: Abu Dhabi National Oil Co 

(Adnoc) has signed a deal with a local utility to supply up to 

100% of its power grid with nuclear and solar energy sources. 

• Qatar:  

o Joint Green Investments: Qatar and Rolls-Royce will team up 

in a multi-billion pound project to develop and invest in green 

technology start-ups in the UK and the Gulf Arab state which 

they hope will reach "unicorn" status worth over $1 billion. 

o Green Measures: Qatar launched a national climate change 

action plan on Thursday aimed at achieving a 25% reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. 
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o Tourism Campaign: Qatar Tourism is debuting a new 

multimedia international campaign, which aims to boost visitor 

numbers to 6 million and raise tourism numbers to 12% of GDP 

by 2030. 

o Tribalism Worries: Qatar's ruling emir warned the Gulf state 

against excessive tribalism he said endangered national unity, 

proposing a plan to promote equal citizenship through changes 

to legislation that has inflamed tribal sensitivities. 

o Fitch Bank Ratings: Fitch Ratings indicated it could cut the 

ratings of all banks in Qatar, saying it was concerned over the 

sector's increasing reliance on external funding and a 

recent rapid growth in assets. 

• Kuwait:  

o Gulf War Reparations: Kuwait has received $500 in additional 

reparations from Iraq for the 1990 invasion. 

o Passenger Jet Purchases: Kuwait's Jazeera Airways is in talks 

to buy 30 Airbus A320neo or Boeing 737 MAX jets in a deal 

worth up to $2 billion. 

o Saudi Green Investments: The Kuwait Investment Authority 

(KIA), which manages the country’s $700bn wealth fund, will 

invest in green initiatives unveiled by Saudi Arabia. 
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• Bahrain: 

o Economic Plan: Bahrain gave details of a new economic 

growth and fiscal balance plan that pushes a zero-deficit target 

back by two years to 2024 from 2022 and increases value-

added tax to 10% from 5%. 

o Joint US Drone Drills: The US and Bahrain navies conducted a 

joint drone exercise at sea. 

• Oman: 

o Crown Prince Marriage: Oman will celebrate this Thursday the 

wedding of its first-ever Crown Prince Sayyid Theyazin bin 

Haitham. 

o Booster Shots: COVID booster doses of the Pfizer-BioNTech 

vaccine are currently being administered to two categories of 

people in Oman. 

  

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 
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• Previous Newsletters 
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• 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 

 

   

 

 

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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