
 

Introduction 

Our lead stories address three polarities, (1) balancing Saudiization with foreign 

investment goals, (2) nationalism vs. globalization as reflected in free trade zones, 

and (3) competing models of religious/cultural identity. 

 

Saudiization: Local Jobs vs. Foreign Investment? 

 

The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development (“MHRSD”) has ordered 

the Saudiization of certain information and communication technology (“ICT”) roles 

(Ministerial Resolution No. 28889 (October 5, 2020, the “Resolution”, effective June 

27, 2021), following similar requirements in dentistry and engineering. 

 

The Resolution assumes 9,000 new Saudi jobs based on numbers of ICT graduates, 

and applies to all entities with 5+ employees, targeting information technology, 

communications, application development, programming and analysis, technical 

support, and communications. 25% of targeted ICT roles identified in an appended 

guide must be Saudiized, at an SR7,000 minimum monthly salary for specialists and 

SR5,000 for technicians. 

While Saudi Arabia, like most other nations, understandably puts its nationals first, a 

contrary trend applies as talented expatriate professionals and other skilled workers 

abandon Dubai, which now seeks to convince them to stay with generous residency 



and other incentives. The success of Silicon Valley and other incubator zones in the 

U.S. depends on attracting top talent from abroad, and many new economy 

companies are led by foreign nationals. 

Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030’s success will depend heavily on foreign investment, 

which it aims to increase by 2030 from 2% to 10% of GDP; investors will want their 

top talent to manage local subsidiaries. 

Is MHRSD open to balancing its Saudiization program with the Ministry of Investment 

mandate to attract foreign capital and talent, or will the two entities operate as silos, 

exercising overlapping and competing horizontal jurisdiction? The success of Vision 

2030 will depend on striking the right balance. 

 

Free Zones in Global(izing?) Context 

 

Free zones are havens for global enterprise seeking relief from otherwise oppressive 

regulations, incubators for local development with spillover benefits for surrounding 

regions. 

Benefiting already from duty-free access to the U.S. for products with Israeli content 

from Qualifying Industrial Zones in Egypt and Jordan, Israel can now buy cheap 

products from free zones in the UAE, as Jebel Ali Free Zone and Dubai Airport Free 

Zone Authority sign MOUs with the Federation of Israeli Chambers of Commerce. 

Similarly, China is helping Iran develop its own free zones in perhaps misplaced 

hopes of bypassing U.S. sanctions, and Abu Dhabi in building Khalifa Port Free 

Trade Zone and special economic zones in Duqm, Oman; while Russian helps Egypt 

build an industrial sector in the Suez Canal Economic Zone. 



Free zones reduce risks in entering new markets, offering political neutrality, efficient 

governance and logistics, and relaxed localization, customs, tax, ownership, and 

labor burdens. 

Free zones attract a wide array of local, regional, and international interests, opening 

doors for otherwise controversial investment from Israel, Iran, Russia, and China. 

Dubai boasts not only dozens of free zones, but also a globally networked airline 

supported by world-class infrastructure, an International Finance Center hosting 

global banks and investment firms, DIFC Courts rivaling London and Singapore as 

offshore arbitration havens, and an investor- and expatriate-friendly environment that 

have gone far to ease the transition from rentier state fueled by oil revenues to a 

post-carbon economy. 

No doubt inspired by the success of its much smaller neighbor, Neom is designed to 

straddle not only Saudi Arabia but also Egypt and Jordan, with similar plans along 

the Yemen and Iraq borders. 

Qatar plans something similar for Hamad Port and Hamad International Airport, as 

does Oman in developing regions. While its Silk City project has been criticized for 

excluding local interests and allowing alcohol, Kuwait harbors similar hopes. 

To the extent that free zones foster networks of commercial integration and 

teamwork among otherwise fragmented states, will they validate Thomas Friedman’s 

“McDonalds theory of international peace,” whereby countries hosting fast-food 

franchises rarely go to war? And Walter Russell Meade’s theory of “the sharp, the 

sweet and the sticky,” whereby the “sharp” (military) is lethal but crude and often 

counterproductive, the “sweet” (music and film) is attractive but superficial, whereas 

the “sticky” (commercial) builds culture-changing relationships of mutual interest and 

trust? 



Equally important, while populist leaders demonize free trade and globalization, do 

free trade zones based on open borders and free flow of products, ideas and people 

offer a better vision based on cooperation and mutual trust rather than competition 

and conflict? 

  

"I'm Right, You're Wrong, Go To Hell:" Civilizations in Harmony or Conflict? 

 

The modern Western world has long defined itself by nationality, viewing religious, 

political, and other identities as incidental and usually harmonious parts of a larger 

whole. The Black Wave of 1979 and the 9/11 attack on New York shifted the focus 

from nations divided into religions to religion divided into nations, described by 

Samuel Huntingdon as a "clash of civilizations." 

Most nations have defined "civilization" as us, standing tall and proud amidst 

uncivilized barbarians of various pestilential odors, the outlook of ancient China, 

India, Greece, Rome, Persia, and the Middle East. Only later did the idea emerge of 

different civilizations all deserving of attention and respect, meeting and interacting, 

and evolving each on its own trajectory from birth through growth, maturity, decline, 

and death. 

A current irony in the modern Middle East is the phenomenon of a first block of Arab 

Muslim states, most notably Saudi Arabia, Egyp,t and the UAE, aligned in a mutually 

beneficial and harmonious relationship of trade, culture, and economy with the U.S. 

and its allies; and a second block of mainly non-Arab Muslim states, notably Iran and 

Turkey, defining themselves in opposition not only to Western states and values, but 

also to the first block. 

While Turkey has in recent decades been more friend than foe to Saudi Arabia and 

the West, Turkey now supports the Muslim Brotherhood, and makes common cause 

with Qatar, Iran, and Russia in Syria, Libya, and elsewhere. Among other seismic 
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rifts, France has recalled its ambassador in Ankara after President Edogan 

suggested mental treatment for President Macron over his attitude towards Muslims 

in proposing to ban Islamic organizations deemed “separatist.” 

Turkey thus finds itself in a critical posture at the worst of times, with the collapse of 

the Turkish lira and rising tempers on opposing sides of a widening ideological 

divide. While no official boycott has been imposed, an unofficial Saudi boycott of 

Turkish products has been gathering steam. 

As tensions between a Turkish/Qatari axis of political Islam and the Saudi/Egyptian 

alliance of moderate Arab states rise, will whatever U.S. administration takes charge 

in January continue the traditional balancing role in an increasingly polarized region, 

or will a rethink of global lead to a new era of great power abdication, leaving the 

field to regional rivalries? 

When Arab friends ask what to expect from a possible Biden administration, I reply 

that election campaign platforms do not necessarily predict what to expect from 

the real game.  

 

  

Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• October 29: Doing Business with Aramco 

• November 2-4: Asbar World Forum 

• November 9-11: Virtual Business Development Mission To Saudi Arabia 

• November 21-22: G20 Virtual Summit 
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COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports continued declines in coronavirus cases. As of 

October 27, 2020 there were: 

o 357 new cases daily, led by Medinah, Riyadh, and Makkah; 

o 345,232 cumulative cases, 8,228 active;  

o 361 recoveries daily, 331,691 cumulative;  

o 17 deaths daily, 5,313 cumulative;  

o 52,321 daily tests, 7,772,683 cumulative. 

• Fines: The Ministry of Interior recently reaffirmed that violations of 

coronavirus precautionary measures (such as not wearing a mask or not 

properly social distancing) is punishable by a fine of SAR1,000. 

• Vaccine Procurement: The Minister of Health stated that Saudi Arabia will 

procure coronavirus vaccines as soon as one is safely demonstrated.  

  

Public Sector 

• Restructuring: King Salman has issued decrees restructuring the Shura 

Council, the Supreme Court, and the Council of Senior Scholars, the 

Kingdom’s highest religious body. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Salary Aid Extended: The General Organization for Social Insurance (GOSI) 

stated that private sector salary aid for Saudi employees, formerly due to 

expire in October, has now been extended to January. The Human 
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Resources Development Fund (HADAF) subsequently made four 

modifications to employment support including, including reducing the 

minimum wage for Saudi employees eligible for support from SR4,000 to 

SR3,200. 

• VAT Filing Deadline: The General Authority of Zakat and Tax announced 

that the deadline to file VAT returns for Q3 2020 is October 31. 

  

Legal 

• Companies Law: For an English language draft of the new Companies Law, 

see here. 

• Commercial Concealment Enforcement: The Ministry of Commerce 

punished three Saudi citizens and two expatriates for running a restaurant in 

violation of the Anti-Commercial Concealment Law.  

• Capital Punishment for Minors: The Human Rights Commission (HRC) 

reaffirmed that minors cannot be subject to the death penalty. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Flight Resumption: Flights to and from Saudi Arabia partially resumed on 

September 15 for holders of most non-tourist visas, with land, sea, and 

airports reopening to various classes of international travelers on January 

1 and travel for holders of tourism visas to reopen early next year.  

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

Saudi visitors guests over the age of 8 must now provide a negative 

PCR test certificate issued from a verified laboratory taken within 72 
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hours of departure, up from 48 hours before. All guests must undergo 

two days of self-quarantine at home upon arrival, then take another 

PCR test by the end of period. If they do not take a PCR test, they 

must undergo another seven days of self-quarantine. 

• New E-Visa, Passport Service: The General Directorate of Passports 

(Jawazat) released several new visa services for citizens and expatriates, 

including allowing expatriates to renew residence permits and extend exit-

entry visas electronically. 

• Flight Resumptions: Saudia Airlines announced it will resume flights to 33 

international destinations in November. 

o Kuwait Airways: Kuwait Airways resumed flights to Saudi Arabia 

on October 25. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o General: Saudi Arabia’s holdings of US Treasury bonds rose $5.4 

billion month-on-month in August to $130 billion. Jadwa Investments 

maintained its forecast for 3% inflation in 2020 and 3.2% in 2021, 

though a second wave of coronavirus cases poses a significant risk. 

o USSBC Overview: For the US-Saudi Business Council’s most recent 

economic update, see here. 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Fintech Directory: Fintech Saudi launched the Fintech Ecosystem 

Directory, a free database providing comprehensive information on 

fintech support services and partners. 

o Sukuk Issuance: The Ministry of Finance closed the issuance of two 

tranches of sukuk (Islamic bonds) worth a combined SAR270 million. 

o Jadwa Investment Fund: Jadwa Investment has partnered with the 

Ministry of Justice to launch the Nafaqah Waqf Fund to 

support families in need. 

• Retail:  

o Bindawood IPO: The recent IPO of the Saudi grocery chain 

Bindawood Holding raised roughly $585 million. 

• Real Estate:  

o Sector Stability: Knight Frank Middle East, an industry-leading firm, 

stated that the real estate sector remained stable during Q3 2020, 

though transaction volumes decreased 28% year-on-year. 

• Defense:  

o UAE F-35s: Israel has dropped its opposition to the potential US sale 

of F-35s to the UAE, removing a significant roadblock to Gulf nations 

who seek to acquire the fighters. However, US Democratic senators 

introduced a bill, dubbed the "Secure F-35 Exports Act," which aims to 

constrain the Trump administration’s ability to sell F-35s to the UAE. 

• Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=9fbd157517&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=d6296811f7&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=787da4b7d9&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=47c1aa1a15&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=c3a8831022&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=eedce508be&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=b3d41be17f&e=e3f02dcb89


o New NEOM Headquarters: NEOM has relocated its corporate 

headquarters to the site of the future city. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Cultural Library: The Ministry of Culture has launched a “16/13” 

initiative, which will consist of a visual library displaying 16 aspects of 

culture and heritage from the Kingdom’s 13 regions via photography 

and videography. 

• Religion and Religious Tourism 

o Umrah: Over 650,000 permits have been issued to Umrah pilgrims 

via the official app.  

• Education: 

o Remote Exams: The Ministry of Education announced that final 

exams for this year will be administered remotely. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o AI: Artificial Intelligence is emerging as a core focus of Saudi strategy, 

with a number of new initiatives released at the recent Global AI 

Summit held in Riyadh last week.  

 National AI Strategy: Saudi Arabia announced a national 

data and AI strategy that aims to train 20,000 data and AI 

experts, establish 300 AI startups, and attract $20 billion in 
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investments, making it a “world leader” in the technology by 

2030. 

 International Cooperation: The Kingdom’s National Center 

for Artificial Intelligence (NCAI) and the Saudi Data and AI 

Authority (SDAIA) will work with China’s Huawei and Alibaba 

for smart city and labor projects. The SDAIA also signed an 

MoU with the UN’s International Telecommunication Union 

(ITU) to share information and standards.  

 Cloud Infrastructure: STC is partnering with Nvidia to 

establish the Kingdom’s AI cloud infrastructure.  

o New 5G Regulator: The Communications and Information 

Technology Commission (CITC) announced it will be the 

Kingdom’s 5G network regulator. 

o Solutions by STC IPO: STC is reportedly considering launching an 

IPO of its product and services development arm, Solutions by STC. 

• Agriculture: 

o CODEX Membership: Saudi Arabia has joined the Codex 

Alimentarius, a collection of international food and production 

standards, where it will be represented by its Food and Drug 

Authority. 

• Industry and Transportation: 

o No significant recent developments. 
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• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o Asir Bush Fire: A bush fire ravaged Asir, though it appears 

firefighters now have the blaze under control. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on October 27 at $40.36 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $38.73 pbb for West Texas Intermediate. 

o Oil War Outcome: Analysts continue to debate whether the 

Kingdom’s oil war was a success or failure. 

o Renewables Growth: In a move to diversify away from oil, Saudi 

Arabia reportedly plans to attract over $20 billion in investments in 

renewable energy over the next decade. 

o Chinese Demand: Chinese demand for oil is showing signs of 

recovery. 

o Aramco Digital Transformation: At the recent Global AI Summit In 

Riyadh, Aramco emphasized digital transformation and applying AI to 

the organization’s operations. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Israel: Saudi Arabia is rumored to soon normalize ties with Israel. This 

follows Sudan’s recent moves towards normalization (incentivized by removal 

from the US list of state sponsors of terrorism- allegedly paid for by Saudi 

Arabia). Oman is also rumored to be nearing normalization. The UAE 

meanwhile submitted a request to open an embassy in Tel Aviv, while 

Bahrain and Israel formalized their diplomatic ties. 
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• ISIS Call to Attack: A spokesman for the Islamic State called for attacks 

against Saudi “oil pipelines, factories, and facilities which are the source (of 

income)”, as well as Westerners in the Kingdom. 

• Turkey Boycott: A boycott by Saudi companies against Turkish products has 

not subsided, and risks harming Turkish revenue and tourism. 

• UN Gulf Security: The US rejected a Russian collective security concept for 

the Gulf put before the UN, stating that such a proposal would not work until 

Iran abides by international obligations. 

• France Boycott: Some Gulf voices are calling for boycotts against French 

products after President Macron’s comments on Islam and in defense of a 

cartoon released in a French publication. 

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

missiles.  

  

GCC  

• UAE: 

o US Strategic Dialogue: Leaders from the US and the UAE recently 

engaged in a strategic dialogue to advance trade and investment 

opportunities, consider regional security cooperation (primary topics 

being Israel, Iran, and F-35 procurement). These talks aim to upgrade 

the US-UAE Economic Policy Dialogue established in 2012. 

o Dubai Stimulus: Dubai announced an additional $136 million 

stimulus package to support its local economy, bringing Dubai’s total 

aid for 2020 to nearly $2 billion. 
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• Qatar:  

o QIA Restructuring: The Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) announced 

measures to streamline its management structure. 

• Kuwait:  

o Expat Law: The Parliament of Kuwait unanimously passed a law 

aimed at significantly reducing the country’s expatriate population. Up 

to 800,000 expatriates, almost a quarter of Kuwait’s population, could 

be forced to leave. 

o Travel Policy: The Kuwaiti Minister of Health has reportedly indicated 

that the country may soon reopen flights from countries currently 

banned under coronavirus protocols. 

• Bahrain: 

o Restaurant Reopening: Bahrain has allowed restaurants and cafes 

to reopen after seven months of closure. 

• Oman: 

o Bond Sale: Oman is selling $2 billion in bonds, which are expected to 

be purchased by its wealthy Gulf neighbors. The Sultanate currently 

faces a widening fiscal shortfall, and recently saw its debt rating cut to 

2% by the S&P. 

o Financial Stabilization: Oman has approved a plan for 2020-2024 to 

stabilize the government’s finances. Measures include 

diversification away from oil. 
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o Expat Policy: Oman is weighing localizing jobs in state-owned 

companies. 

 

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

• Downsizing US Presence in the Middle East: US foreign policy is weighing 

downsizing military commitments in the Middle East, which currently consist 

of over 60,000 personnel.  

 

Resources 

• Previous Newsletters 

• Ministry of Health Dashboard 

• Ministry of Health Coronavirus Guidance 

• 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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