
 

Introduction 

Signs of the Times: Legal Reforms 

 

On February 8 Crown Prince Mohammed announced new draft laws on personal 

status, civil transactions, criminal penalties, and evidence, designed to improve 

judicial accountability and consistency and encourage investors deterred by 

perceived arbitrariness of the current uncodified system.  

 

Of special interest to foreign investors, the Law of Evidence should help clarify and 

promote due process in business and other disputes. Rules for civil transactions will 

reportedly accommodate technological advances, while the new criminal penalties 

law will standardize penal remedies and introduce such “alternative sentences” as 

community service. 

 

In a global business environment where capital is a coward, Saudi judges have 

traditionally exercised wide discretion to decide disputes based on individual and 

sometimes idiosyncratic shari’a interpretations, with all the uncertainty and risk that 

this entails.  

 

 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=20e88c3f36&e=e3f02dcb89


 

Harmonizing Traditional with Modern 

 

The new laws are designed to harmonize fidelity to shari’a with regional and global 

best practices modeled on the UAE, where civil courts hear commercial and most 

other claims while personal status remains within the purview of shari’a courts; and 

limit the power of judges and religious authorities while aligning marriage, divorce 

and child custody including women’s rights with other Gulf neighbors, while 

preserving shari’a human rights. 

 

These reforms could foreshadow a major shift after years of abortive attempts to 

modernize a legal system based on uncodified shari’a; and, by improving judicial 

efficiency, transparency, and predictability, promote a broader Vision 2030 initiative 

in an age of falling oil revenues to empower and promote the private sector.  

 

Codifying shari’a, as in in the 1940s and 50s by AbdulRazzak Sanhouri in Egypt and 

elsewhere, revives a long term goal also reflected in King Abdullah’s abortive “Code 

of Judicial Decisions,” a victim of conservative backlash.  

 

“New Wave” vs. Black Wave 

 

The Crown Prince’s “new wave of judicial reforms” reflects a fast-changing social and 

administrative environment, including bold and decisive measures to curb religious 

establishment police powers and expand women’s rights to drive, work and mix with 

men, travel free of traditional guardianship, and exercise greater protections and 

rights in marriage, divorce, child custody and inheritance; and could foreshadow 

business-friendly reforms of commercial and contract law.  

 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=783d5bfe25&e=e3f02dcb89


In the wake of the siege of Makkah and the Iranian revolution of 1979, the leadership 

accommodated a black wave of conservative sentiment by entrusting leadership in 

education and justice to traditionalists, a compromise that helped stabilize society in 

an otherwise turbulent era and region. These concessions also inadvertently helped 

spawn fundamentalist sentiments that existentially threatened traditional order in 

Afghanistan, Egypt, Sudan, Lebanon, and a Shi'a crescent led by a radicalized and 

disruptively resistant Iran, and kindled ambitions in radicalized idealists of restoring 

an Islamic caliphate founded on hatred of Western and regional moderates.  

 

Things to Come: More Shoes Dropping? 

 

As so many Saudi friends have shared and as opinion polls reflect, Saudi society is 

ready and eager for change that broadly returns the Kingdom to the mainstream of 

global best practices and principles.  

 

Will reform in fields of law formerly entrusted to traditional jurists help close the 

chapter on a movement that has so seriously and negatively disrupted the region 

and the world, and what further harmonization of traditional Islamic values with 

modern global principles can we expect? 

 

City Beautiful: Riyadh’s Place in the Sun  

 

While Egypt constructs a new capital east of Cairo, the Kingdom is modernizing and 

beautifying its existing capital based on best global planning and infrastructure 

practices, including a modern mass transit network built around a 6-line metro 

(rumored to begin service this year), pedestrian-friendly densification of a city 

formerly designed around cars, a “Green Riyadh” initiative, sports and entertainment 

amenities and much more. 
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While Beijing and other Chinese megacities were able to draw on almost unlimited 

rural masses, concentrating economic growth in the capital by doubling the 

population in ten years implies attracting new skilled labor both domestically and 

internationally. 

 

Soft Skills 

 

Quality of life in a modern metropolis depends on more than economic vitality and 

opportunity; assuming growing densities of population on the road, in the 

neighborhood, at the office, and elsewhere, differing as it does from the culture that 

prevailed at the time of the Kingdom’s founding its success also depends on a 

culture of discipline, restraint, civility, and empathy. 

 

While the Kingdom and its capital have made commendable strides through street 

cameras in controlling respect for speed limits, signaling lane changes, and the like, 

it took generations in the U.S. and other Western nations to inculcate a culture of 

respect for anti-litter rules, limits on noise pollution, protection of sidewalks from 

annexation by homeowners, humane policies for rescuing feral cats through a well-

funded and support Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and the like.  

 

Cultural Transformation 

 

We have all been excited and dazzled by promises of urban infrastructure and 

design improvements; will education of a hugely expanding population in the rules of 

good neighborliness keep pace with progress on these other more readily controlled 

fronts?  

 



Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• 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 February 15, 2021, a sustained higher 

level of Covid cases, with: 

o 322 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh and Makkah; 

o 373,030 cumulative cases, 2,659 active;  

o 282 recoveries daily, 363,931 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 13 deaths daily, 6,440 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 490,060 daily tests, 13,055,569 cumulative; 

o 446,940 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 
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the iOS or Android “Sehanty” apps. Within 24 hours applicants will 

receive a message providing a date for receiving vaccine doses. 

o Dose 2 Rescheduling: The Ministry of Health announced the 

rescheduling of the second dose of the coronavirus vaccine for those 

who had received the first dose due to a delay in vaccine supplies. 

Vaccinations will resume as consignments arrive. 

• New Precautionary Measures:  

o Extension of Measures: Saudi Arabia has extended by 20-30 days 

restrictions on entertainment activities, gatherings, and dine-in 

restaurant services. 

o Covid Prison Monitoring: Public Prosecution has been directed to 

intensify monitoring and inspections at prisons, detention centers, 

and social care homes. 

o Curfew Likelihood: The Ministry of Interior stated that there will be 

no imposition of further strict measures or a curfew if all abide by 

the precautionary measures. 

  

Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Anti-Corruption: The Oversight and Anti-Corruption Authority (Nazaha) has 

arrested 65 Saudis and expats while 411 are still under investigation as the 

agency continues its crackdown against fraud, bribery, and other crimes. 
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Corporate / Employment 

• Madinah Factory Fire: At least six Bangladeshi migrants were killed in a 

factory fire in Madinah. 

  

Legal 

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

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

• Judicial Overhaul: Saudi officials are working to overhaul the country’s 

judicial system, largely to align with international norms and encourage 

investors. The new laws are expected to roll out over the course of the year, 

and include granting less discretion to judges, putting the Kingdom on the 

path to codified law. Four new regulations will be issued to govern civil 

transactions, criminal law, rules of evidence, and “personal status” (family 

law). 

• Death Sentences Commuted: Saudi Arabia has commuted death sentences 

issued to protestors convicted of crimes committed in childhood. 

• Release of Activist: Loujain al-Hathloul, a women’s rights activist, has 

been released from prison. 

  

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. The ban begins at 9 pm Wednesday. Exceptions will be made for 
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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 at least May 17, 2021. 

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

• 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. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o GDP Situation: Saudi Arabia’s GDP declined 4.1% in 2020, though it 

grew 2.8% in Q4 2020. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Shariah Credit Fund: The Public Investment Fund (PIF), the 

Kingdom’s chief sovereign wealth fund, will be the anchor investor in a 

new $300 million Shariah credit fund from the Dubai-headquartered 

National Bank of Kuwait Capital Partners (NBKCP). 

o Faster Interbank Transfers: Saudi Arabia will introduce a new inter-

bank money transfer system this month, which will allow faster 

payment processing between local banks. 
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• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

o SPAR Expansion: SPAR Saudi Arabia has opened its 11th store in 

the Kingdom, with plans for five more outlets and the launch of an e-

commerce platform this year. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Defense:  

o SAMI-Aramco Cybersecurity: Advanced Electronics Company 

(AEC), a Saudi Arabian Military Industries (SAMI) company, has 

signed an agreement with Aramco to launch a new cybersecurity 

product dubbed “data diode.” 

o New Zealand Arms Deals Scrutiny: New Zealand arms sales to 

Saudi Arabia are receiving scrutiny over human rights concerns. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Coral Bloom Resort: Architecture firm Foster + Partners has 

unveiled its plans for a “low-impact, modular resort” on Shurayrah 

Island, part of the Red Sea Development Project. 

o Asir as Tourism Destination: Crown Prince Muhammad Bin Salman 

has directed that Asir should be a global tourist destination. 

o Haj Preparations: Saudi Arabia has begun preparations for its 

July Haj season. 
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• Education: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Healthcare: 

o Philips AI Partnership: The Saudi Data and Artificial Intelligence 

Authority (SDAIA) announced a public-private alliance with Royal 

Philips to boost AI in the Kingdom’s healthcare system. 

• Technology: 

o 5G Expansion: The Communications and Information Technology 

Commission (CITC) announced the expansion of 5G service to seven 

additional cities in Q1 2021. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o Barley Exports to Decline: According to the US Department of 

Agriculture, Saudi Arabia’s barley imports are expected to slip as the 

government transitions the barley industry back to the private sector. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o Industrial Growth: According to the Ministry of Industry and Mineral 

Resources, Saudi Arabia licensed 115 new factories worth SAR1.63 

billion ($430 million) and employing 4,100 in January 2021. 

o Future Waste Production: Saudi Arabia is expected to produce 106 

million tons of waste by 2035, requiring a labor force of 77,000 

and 1,329 facilities and landfills. 
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• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on February 15 at $63.34 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $60.34 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

10) see here. 

o Pipeline Sale: Saudi Aramco is reportedly preparing a financing 

package of up to $10 billion to offer to buyers of its pipeline business 

unit. 

  

Geopolitical 

• United States: 

o Drone Concerns: U.S. Central Command stated that it views the 

proliferation of small, cheap drones as the “most concerning tactical 

development.” Such drones have seen widespread use in 

current Middle East conflicts. 

• Pakistan Reconciliation: Saudi Arabia is moving to ease tensions with 

Pakistan by not withdrawing its remaining $1 billion loan owed by Pakistan 

which matured last month. 

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

missiles. 

o Abha Attack: Houthi forces carried out a drone attack on Abha 

Airport, badly damaging a civilian airport. 
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o US Reassurances: The Biden administration told Saudi Arabia it will 

not stand by as the kingdom is attacked by Houthi forces. The US 

military will continue to provide certain support, including intelligence, 

to Saudi Arabia regarding Yemen for defensive purposes. 

o UK Arms Stance: British ministers have refused to join the US in 

suspending arms sales to Saudi Arabia for offensive use in Yemen. 

o Houthi Ceasefire Offer: Houthi forces have offered to stop attacks 

against Saudi Arabia in return for halting airstrikes by the Saudi-led 

coalition. 

  

GCC  

• Sovereign Wealth Fund Status: 2020 shocks saw the virtual depletion of 

Kuwait’s sovereign wealth fund, and steep drawdowns for those of Saudi 

Arabia and Oman; Qatar and Abu Dhabi’s meanwhile remained resilient. 

• UAE: 

o 2020 GDP Contraction: The UAE’s GDP contracted 7.7% in 2020, 

with the tourism, hydrocarbon, and retail sectors the most affected. 

o Mars Arrival: The UAE’s Hope probe has arrived in Mars orbit and 

sent back its first image. 

• Qatar:  

o Saudi-Qatar Trade Resumes: Trade of goods between Saudi Arabia 

and Qatar resumed through the Abu Samra border crossing on 

February 14, subject to Covid precautions. 
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• Kuwait:  

o Financial Strains: The Kuwaiti Dinar’s peg to a basket of currencies 

is coming under scrutiny as concerns grow that the nation is running 

short of cash. Lawmakers have so far refused to approve a law that 

would enable the government to borrow. 

o Expat Departures: 11,000 expatriates have left Kuwait in the past 

month. 

• Bahrain: 

o Limited Protests: On the 10 year anniversary of Bahrain’s Arab 

Spring uprising, the Gulf nation faced small and sporadic 

demonstrations amid a hefty police presence. 

o Economic Outlook: According to the IMF, Bahrain’s economic 

recovery will be gradual, with growth projected at 3.3% this year after 

a 5.4% contraction in 2020, while public debt rose to 133% of GDP 

last year from 102% in 2019. 

o Terrorist Plot Foiled: The Ministry of Interior stated that security 

services foiled “terrorist plots” to bomb two ATMs belonging to 

a national bank. 

• Oman: 

o Luxury Hotel Quarantine: Travelers arriving in Oman will be allowed 

to book any hotel for their seven-day compulsory quarantine. 

o Omanisation: The Ministry of Labor will allocate many jobs at higher 

education establishments to citizens. 
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Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

• Riyadh Gas Leak: One person died and eight others were hurt after a gas 

leak in Riyadh. 

 

 

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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