
 

Introduction 

Foreign Investment Regulator Turns Advocate 

 

In graduating from “authority” to “ministry,” the former Saudi Arabian General 

Investment Authority (SAGIA) changed not only its name to Ministry of Investment 

(MISA) but also its mission, from regulator to advocate, in support of a more investor-

friendly Vision 2030 promise of partnership opportunities for foreign companies, with 

the following inducements and incentives. 

 

Licensing 

 

Rather than the dozen or more documents earlier required, only two documents are 

now needed to apply for an investment license, a commercial registration certificate, 

and latest audited financials.  

 

While these must still be authenticated through often tiresome consularization at the 

nearest Saudi Embassy or Consulate, there is discussion of allowing online 

legalization of Articles of Association and other corporate documents through Saudi 

offshore missions, and possible implementation of the Hague Apostille Convention to 

simplify document authentication. 

 



Investment Categories 

 

While foreign companies are obliged to shoehorn a single category under the 

International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC, 

services, trading, industry, real estate, contracting, modern business rarely fits 

smoothly within these cookie-cutter categories. 

 

In recognition of the related complexity and expense, MISA is showing more 

flexibility, for example by viewing the licensing of software in support of a broader 

training and implementation project as incidental to what remains at heart a service 

project, thereby avoiding the burden and expense of registering a separate trading 

entity for this peripheral element of what remains essentially a service project. 

 

Free Zones 

 

The King Abdullah Financial District (KAFD), King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC), 

and airport-free zones (see below) are designed to match the convenience of Jebel 

Ali in Dubai, including legal regimes based on regulations rather than shari’a and 

incorporating best global standards. 

 

While incentives and rules have yet to be formally announced, 25 nonbinding 

agreements for global groups to move regional headquarters to KAFD have been 

concluded, with tax and Saudiization benefits, with formal rules promised soon, 

starting with KAFD. 

 

 



 

Trading 

 

In joining the WTO in 2006, the Kingdom partially lifted the trading monopoly for 

100% Saudi entities by allowing foreign investors to own up to 75% of trading 

companies by investing SR20+ million. 

 

In 2015 the 75% foreign ownership limit was increased to 100%, subject to an 

increase in capital commitment to SR30 million and SR300 million in local 

“investment” (measured by local salaries and other spend over 5 years), an option 

that has attracted hundreds of new trading ventures.  

 

These requirements are now up for a 5-year review, with proposals to reduce capital 

requirements to SR15 million and “investment” to SR200 million. 

 

Troubleshooting 

 

Saudi regulators have seldom been as customer-friendly as MISA is now proving, 

and foreign investors often find themselves locked in unending struggles with the 

Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development (MHRSD), the General 

Authority for Zakat and Tax (GAZT), Saudi Customs, the Passport Office, Baladia 

and others. 

 

MISA is available to serve as ombudsman in such instances, going to bat for foreign 

investors caught in catch-22 situations with these and other agencies, both directly 

and through an interagency committee chaired by Commerce Minister Majed Al-

Qasabi. 

 



Integrated Logistics Bonded Zone (ILBZ) 

 

As part of a broader special economic zone initiative designed to include information 

and communications technology, logistics, tourism, industrial and financial services, 

the Saudi Arabian General Authority for Civil Aviation (GACA) has issued tax, 

corporate and employment regulations offering the following incentives to foreign 

companies operating in a new ILBZ at King Khaled International Airport in Riyadh: 

• 50-year holiday from income and withholding taxes; 

• freedom to borrow from offshore, repatriate capital and remit dividends, 

profits, and commissions; 

• ILBZ work and residence permits; and 

• broad freedom to own assets directly.  

The new regime will apply to: 

• product maintenance, repair, processing, modification, development, 

assembly, and storage; 

• product manufacture, sorting, packing, repacking, trading and distribution; 

• import, export, and re-export; 

• value-added, logistical and after-sales services; and 

• waste and e-waste recycling. 

 

 



Tax Exemptions 

 

ILBZ-based entities will escape income tax on profits, enjoy the benefits of applicable 

tax treaties, and escape permanent establishment treatment, subject to anti-

avoidance rules restricting transfer of legacy activities from the mainland. 

 

ILBZ entities will also escape withholding and remitting withholding taxes on offshore 

transfer of dividends, interest on loans, and royalties and services to related parties. 

 

While remaining Saudi territory, a customs duty suspension will avoid VAT on 

transporting, supplying or trading goods into or within the ILBZ, with Customs and 

VAT payable only upon removal of goods from the Zone. 

 

Discussion 

 

The ILBZ represents a serious effort to match investor-friendly policies of neighbors 

to the south and east, in line with progress in expanding entertainment options and 

loosening social restrictions to compete with Dubai’s investor and expatriate-friendly 

offerings. While Dubai has established a formidable lead in education, healthcare, 

and other amenities that expatriates and locals alike have come to enjoy and expect, 

the Kingdom’s free zone initiative represents a credible step towards realizing Vision 

2030’s promise of a vibrant society, and thriving economy and an ambitious nation. 

  

Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• No significant upcoming events. 

  



COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of April 7, 2021, a sustained increase in 

COVID cases, with: 

o 792 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and 

Makkah; 

o 394,169 cumulative cases, 6,686 active;  

o 467 recoveries daily, 380,772 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 7 deaths daily, 6,711 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 62,432 daily tests, 15,469,923 cumulative; 

o 5,345,625 vaccines administered. 

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

vaccines 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. 

o Oxford-AstraZeneca Vaccine Approved: The Saudi Food and Drug 

Authority (SFDA) has approved the importation and use of the Oxford-

AstraZeneca vaccine. 
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o Campaign Expansion: The Ministry of Health announced the 

expansion of its inoculation campaign to reach a wider segment of 

society and that it would open new vaccination centers. The ministry 

said that the registered priority groups have been covered and it will 

make vaccinations available to other groups. 

• Restrictions Partially Lifted: The Ministry of Interior announced that 

cinemas, gyms and sports centers will be allowed to reopen in Saudi Arabia 

from Sunday, while indoor dining can also resume in restaurants and cafes. 

Restrictions remain in place for social social gatherings. 

o Sporting Event Attendance: Saudi Arabia announced it will allow 

people who have been vaccinated against COVID-19 to attend 

sporting events at stadiums at a capacity of 40% starting May 17. 

  

Public Sector Updates / Government Initiatives 

• Public Spending Plans: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman said that the 

Kingdom will spend SAR 27 trillion in the next 10 years- more than it has 

done in the past 300- as he announced the “Shareek” partner program 

between the private and public sectors. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• New Professional Certificates Approved: The Saudi Human Resources 

Development Fund (Hadaf) approved 33 new professional 

certificates, primarily in IT. 
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Legal 

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

(Mrach 2021, focus is on Africa), see here. 

• Car Import Restrictions: Saudi Arabia’s customs authorities have approved 

a decision banning the import of used vehicles older than five years. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• New Travel Ban: Saudi Arabia banned expatriates from entering the 

Kingdom from 20 countries, including the UAE, Egypt, Lebanon, and Turkey, 

as well as the US, UK, Germany, France, Italy, Ireland, Portugal, Switzerland, 

Sweden, Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, and 

Japan. Exceptions will be made for diplomats, medical staff, and their 

families. The ban also applies to travelers who transited through any of the 20 

countries within 14 days of arrival. The Kingdom’s travel ban for citizens and 

the closure of its borders will remain in place until May 17, 2021. 

o Travel Guidelines: 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. 

• Flight Resumptions: The General Authority of Civil Aviation of Saudi Arabia 

(GACA) has outlined plans to resume international flights beginning May 17. 
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Economy  

• General: 

o Reduced Dividends: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 

announced that Aramco could reduce its payments to the state in 

exchange for investing in the local economy in a move that could free 

up some of the $73.5 billion of annual dividend payments 

Aramco makes to the government. 24 other companies have agreed 

to join the plan including SABIC, Almaraii, and STC. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Aramco Investments: The CEO of Aramco stated that his company’s 

investments will be driven by business rather than state interests. 

o SABIC Chemicals IPO: Saudi Basic Industries Corp (SABIC) has 

selected HSBC and Morgan Stanley to work on the planned IPO of 

its specialty chemicals business. 

o Techstars Riyadh Accelerator: Techstars is partnering with the 

Saudi Arabian Ministry of Communications and Information 

Technology to open an accelerator program in Riyadh. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Binladin Group Restructuring: Binladin Group, Saudi Arabia’s 

largest contractor, has announced plans to hold a virtual conference 
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with lenders to restructure its loan repayments and recapitalise the 

company. 

• Defense:  

o Continued Lockheed THAAD Support: Lockheed Martin‘s missiles 

and fire control business has secured a $610.5 million contract from 

the Missile Defense Agency to continue providing a range of support 

services for Saudi Arabia’s THAAD system. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Vice Media Office: Vice Media Group is opening an office in Riyadh. 

• Religion:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Education: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o Wi-Fi 6E: Saudi Arabia has designated all 1200 megahertz of the 6 

GHz band for unlicensed use, paving the way for Wi-Fi 6E. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o Wheat Tender: The Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO) has 

completed procedures to import 295,000 tons of wheat for 2021. 
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o Fish Farm: Saudi Arabia plans to set up a 70 million fingerlings fish 

farm, the largest in the MENA region. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o Riyadh Subway Financial Troubles: Bechtel Corp. and other 

international firms are allegedly pursuing billions of dollars in unpaid 

bills from Saudi Arabia’s government for work done on the Riyadh 

metro project. 

o New Highway Projects: A series of road projects is being planned by 

Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Transport, including the new Dhahran-Al 

Batha road and the Al-Shimassi-Al Qor highway in Makkah. 

o Improved Traffic Safety: The number of serious accidents in Saudi 

Arabia has dropped by 34%, while the number of deaths from traffic 

accidents has dropped 51%. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on April 7 at $62.49 pbb for Saudi oil (Arab 

Light) and $59.26 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

31) see here. 

o Oil Prices Raised for Asia: Saudi Arabia raised prices for oil 

shipments to Asian customers, signaling the kingdom’s confidence in 

the region’s economic recovery. 

o Reduced Oil Exports to India: Indian refiners will buy less oil from 

Saudi Arabia next month as they seek to diversify out of the Middle 
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East. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Anti-Trafficking: The Saudi Human Rights Commission (HRC) has renewed 

an anti-trafficking partnership agreement with the International Organization 

for Migration (IOM). 

• United States: 

o Armed Forces Withdrawal: The White House has reportedly ordered 

some US military forces and equipment out of Saudi Arabia, though it 

is unclear if this is reflective of a tactic rebalancing or a deeper policy 

shift. 

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

missiles.  

  

GCC  

• Support for Jordan Monarchy: Saudi Arabia and the UAE both voiced their 

support for Jordan’s King Abdullah II after a recent apparent coup attempt. 

• UAE: 

o Nuclear Power Plant Opens: The UAE’s first nuclear power plant, 

Barakah, has started commercial operations. 
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• Qatar:  

o Economy Shrinks: Qatar’s economy contracted by 3.9% in Q4 2020, 

with transportation and storage activity plummeting 32.8% 

and construction down nearly 5%. 

• Kuwait:  

o Vaccine Difficulties for Expats: Kuwait has come under fire for 

vaccinating its citizens first and not adequately attending the wider 

population. 

• Bahrain: 

o Imprisonment of Journalists Abolished: Bahrain has abolished 

imprisonment of journalists after amending its law on press, printing, 

and publishing. 

• Oman: 

o COVID Protocol Changes: Authorities announced that only citizens 

and residents will be allowed to enter Oman from April 8 due to 

an increase in COVID cases. Omani citizens coming to the Sultanate 

through various land, sea and air ports will be exempt from the 

mandatory institutional quarantine but still must quarantine at home. 

Also announced were relaxed timings for vehicular and people’s 

movement from 8pm till 5am from April 8 onwards, though commercial 

activities must remain closed during this time. 

o Financing Progress: According to an analysis by Bloomberg, Oman 

is more than halfway toward meeting its total financing needs of RO 

4.2 billion ($10.9 billion) for 2021. 
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o Credit Rating: Standard and Poor's global rating affirmed the 

Sultanate's credit rating at "B + / B" with a stable outlook, expecting a 

decrease in economic and financial pressures on the Sultanate this 

year. 

  

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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