
 

Introduction 

Free at Last, or Expat Exodus? 

In the wake of other improvements in quality of expatriate life, Saudi Arabia may 

replace its kafala sponsorship system with employment relationships only, in line with 

a Vision 2030 goal of attracting global talent and raising foreign investment by a 

factor of five. This long and eagerly-awaited reform would follow last year’s 

Premium Iqama, conveying permanent residency and other rights to the well-heeled. 

Kafala has been criticized as indentured servitude, and its possible extinction is 

sometimes compared to King Faisal’s abolition of slavery in 1962. 

Such concessions to open society and free trade norms coincide with the Kingdom’s 

role as host of the G20 summit, arguably conflicting with protectionist moves to 

localize workforce and industry; how will the Kingdom balance its dependence on 

foreign talent, markets, products, and investment with political pressures to put its 

own people first? 

National Treatment: Vision or Mirage? 

Minister of Investment Khalid Al-Falih promised at the Future Hospitality Summit to 

assure a level playing field for foreign tourism investors, to advance the Kingdom’s 

Vision 2030 goal to become a top 5 destination. In joining the WTO the Kingdom 
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promised national treatment for investors from all member states, in conflict with 

what has more recently become a rising tide of economic nationalism. 

However musical Al-Falih’s message to foreign ears, it coincides with increasing 

restrictions targeted against expatriates in a broad range of occupations, including 

most recently engineers, and with ever-expanding tax, employment, procurement, 

and other preferences for local entities, workers, and products. 

Will Minister Al-Falih’s promise of national treatment win the day against these 

protectionist measures, and do these mixed signals help explain record lows in 

foreign investment? 

Friendly Skies: I’ll Fly Away 

Since international flights were partially restored on September 15 qualified 

expatriates are now free to travel both inbound and outbound, while Saudis require 

special permission. Saudi Arabian Airlines has added 13 new to 20 existing 

destinations, while British Airways will join Lufthansa and regional airlines in 

resuming service November 3, amidst hints of a possible end to all restrictions early 

in the new year. 

In the meanwhile, inbound travelers require a negative covid test < 72 hours before 

departure (except children < 8 years); and upon arrival a health disclaimer and 2-day 

self-quarantine, followed by PCR testing or 5 more days of isolation. 

While expatriates keenly appreciate their freedom to travel home, and the UK, 

France, and others return to lockdown (vs. Sweden severely limiting restrictions), it’s 

hard to argue with the Kingdom’s relative success in managing the crisis, or the 

return of open skies. 
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Creditor Rights vs. Limited Liability 

The draft new Companies Law retains an existing requirement when losses attain 

50% of capital for shareholders to inject funds, or lose their limited liability. Will 

foreign investors in considering opportunities in the Kingdom be deterred by this 

nullification of the usual limitation of shareholder liability? 

In defense of this anomaly, the current regime for protecting creditors' rights remains 

weak at best; given limitations in credit reporting, registration and enforcement of 

security interests, and debtor integrity and accountability, capital maintenance 

requirements represent creditors’ best protection against fraud and insolvency. 

The Kingdom has over recent years remedied perceived shortcomings in dispute 

resolution by creating a world class arbitration system, materially enhanced 

intellectual property rights, and adopted a new bankruptcy law; will stronger 

protections for creditors open doors for genuine limited liability? 

  

Upcoming Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• November 2-4: Asbar World Forum 

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

• November 21-22: G20 Virtual Summit 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

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

November 2, 2020, there were: 
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o 381 new cases daily, led by Medinah, Makkah, and Riyadh; 

o 348,037 cumulative cases, 7,928 active;  

o 436 recoveries daily, 334,672 cumulative;  

o 17 deaths daily, 5,437 cumulative;  

o 53,819 daily tests, 8,151,353 cumulative. 

  

Public Sector 

• Anti-Graft: Nazaha, the Saudi anti-corruption authority, initiated 123 cases 

involving fraud, bribery, and financial corruption across multiple sectors 

and government agencies. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Abolishment of Kafala: Saudi Arabia is set to abolish its 70-year 

old Kafala sponsorship system. This move would legally untether expatriate 

employees from their sponsors, giving workers the freedom to acquire exit 

and re-entry visas, receive exit stamps without a sponsor, and transfer 

employment without requiring approval from a sponsor. 

• Worker Arrival: The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development 

has introduced a new procedure requiring recruitment offices and companies 

to receive and accommodate several classes of domestic workers on arrival 

in Saudi airports. 
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• Nationalization: Data from the National Labor Observatory shows an 

increase in nationalization in the private sector, to 21.54%. 

  

Legal 

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

see here. 

• Standardization: Saudi Arabia is pushing to align with various international 

standards, as reflected in comments at the recent International Standards 

Summit in Riyadh. 

  

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 

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. 

• Saudia Legal Claim: Saudia Airlines is facing a breach of lease agreements 

with a Dubai-based financial services firm regarding 50 Airbus aircraft. 
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Economy  

• General: 

o General: Saudi Arabia’s revenues stood at $144 billion in Q3 2020 

while its expenditures were $193 billion. Its deficit declined by almost 

half to $11 billion, thanks in part to its recently implemented VAT. 

Non-oil revenue rose 63% to $32.8 billion, marking progress in the 

Kingdom’s diversification goals. 

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

economic update, see here. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Inter-bank Money Transfers: The executive director of Saudi 

Payments, a subsidiary of SAMA, stated that a system allowing 

instant financial transfers between local banks will be implemented 

before the end of the year. 

o Remittances Growth: Expatriate remittances rose 18.5% to $4.6 

billion in the first nine months of 2020. 

• Retail:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Real Estate:  

o Mortgage Growth: Mortgage loans grew 66% in Q3 2020 vs Q3 

2019. 
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o Sakani Projects: The Ministry of Housing’s Sakani program has 

launched eight new housing products offering 2,323 plots of land. 

• Defense:  

o GAMI/KFUPM Agreement: The General Authority for Military 

Industries (GAMI) signed a joint cooperation agreement with the King 

Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals to synchronize research 

and development. 

• Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Red Sea Milestone: The Red Sea Development Company has 

signed a milestone $2 billion in contracts in building the tourism 

megaproject. The company is also nearing the closure of a $3.7 billion 

loan from five local banks. The project is scheduled for completion in 

2030 and plans to receive one million visitors per year. 

o Covid Impact: For a report on the legal issues arising from the impact 

of Covid-19 on the construction sector, see here. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Future of Hospitality Virtual Summit: Saudi Arabia recently hosted 

the Future of Hospitality Summit in Riyadh, where officials articulated 

some of their specific goals in developing the tourism sector. 

o Al Ula Reopening: Al Ula has been reopened for visitors. 

o Sector Development: The Ministry of Tourism has announced a 

strategy for developing human capital in the tourism sector, which will 

include 20 new programs. 
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• Religion and Religious Tourism: 

o Umrah Resumption: Saudi Arabia launched its third phase of 

reopening the Umrah pilgrimage, allowing 20,000 pilgrims to 

perform per day. Foreign pilgrims are allowed to participate, and can 

stay in the Kingdom for up to 10 days. 

• Education: 

o Mobile Innovation Laboratories: The Ministry of Education has 

launched the Mobile Innovation Laboratories’ initiative to boost 

entrepreneurship among university students. 

• Healthcare: 

o Payments for Deceased Health Workers: Saudi Arabia will pay 

$130,000 to families of healthcare workers who died from coronavirus. 

• Technology: 

o Space Program: Saudi Arabia plans to spend an additional $2.1 

billion on its space program by 2030 in an effort to create jobs 

and diversify its economy. 

• Agriculture: 

o Mills Privatization: The Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO) is 

currently completing its second stage of mills privatization and aims to 

complete the third stage in early 2021. 

• Industry and Transportation: 

o SABIC Revenue: The Saudi chemical company Sabic returned to 

profit in Q3 2020, though revenue fell 11%. 
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• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o Growing Weather Extremes: A joint MIT-Saudi research project 

predicts that Saudi Arabia faces severe heat, water depletion, and 

extreme weather events in 2041-2050. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on November 2 at $36.01 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $35.91 pbb for West Texas Intermediate. 

o Worst Over?: The Saudi Energy Minister stated that “the worst part is 

over” for the oil market recovery. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Kashmir: Saudi Arabia angered both Pakistan and India over its portrayal of 

Kashmir’s status on new banknotes.  

• Egypt and Turkey Boycott: Egypt is seeking to take advantage of the recent 

boycott by some Saudi companies of Turkish products by substituting them 

with its own products. 

• U.S. as Vision 2030 Partner: US envoy John Abizaid stated that the US 

seeks to be Saudi Arabia’s “number 1 partner” in achieving Vision 2030. 

• Palestine Aid: Arab countries have drastically cut aid to the Palestinian 

Authority, with funding falling 81.6% in the first eight months of this year. Aid 

from Saudi Arabia allegedly declined by 77.2%. 

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

missiles.  
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GCC  

• Economy: A quarterly poll of analysts administered by Reuters predicts 

steep economic contractions for GCC countries in 2020 and a rebound in 

2021. Saudi Arabia is expected to face a GDP contraction of 5.1% in 2020, 

rebounding to 3.1% growth in 2021, and experiencing 2.7% growth in 2022. 

• UAE: 

o Budget Approved: The UAE cabinet has approved a $15.8 billion 

budget for 2021, a $1 billion decrease from 2020. In addition to the 

federal budget, individual emirates administer their own budgets. 

• Qatar:  

o Financial Services Hub: The Investment Promotion Agency of Qatar 

(IPA Qatar) has signed an MoU with the multinational financial firm 

UBS to develop Doha as a financial services hub. 

• Kuwait:  

o Quarantine: Kuwait announced it will continue to require a 14-day 

quarantine on arrival for visitors. 

o Ministerial Reshuffle: A ministerial reshuffle has sparked the 

resignation of several key officials, including the Minister of Finance.  

• Bahrain: 

o Localization Fine: The Parliament of Bahrain is pushing ahead with 

implementing BD5-20,000 fines for failing to employ citizens. 

o Trade Growth with Saudi Arabia: Non-oil trade between Saudi 

Arabia and Bahrain surged 43% to $688.4 million in Q3 2020. 
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• Oman: 

o Aid from Qatar: Oman received $1 billion in direct financial aid 

from Qatar. 

o Transit Fee: Beginning January 1, 2021 Oman will require travellers 

transiting through its airports to pay an $8 fee. 

  

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

• Security: 

o US Security Warning: The US State Department issued a warning 

that drone and missile attacks might hit Riyadh and provided safety 

guidelines. 

o French Consulate Attack: A Saudi national stabbed a guard at the 

French consulate in Jeddah. 
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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 

 

   

 

 

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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