
 

Introduction 

Religion and Tolerance 

 

As the Prophet’s homeland and host of the Two Holy Mosques, the deference paid 

by Muslims worldwide to Saudi Arabia has profoundly inspired the Kingdom’s 

leadership and forged its identity.  

 

While in earlier years some embraced intolerantly triumphalist attitudes and policies, 

recent reforms prohibit extremism and embrace a moderate Islam respectful of other 

religions and traditions, as the record clearly reveals. 

 

Religious Police 

• The powers of the religious police to arrest, pursue, or investigate suspects 

were in April 2016 radically curtailed, substantial reducing the presence of 

religious police in public places and enhancing the freedom of citizens and 

residents, particularly women. 

• St. Valentine’s Day has since 2018 been celebrated freely. 

• Christmas trees, Santa Clause outfits, and Christmas decorations were 

widely available in December 2020 in Riyadh stores. 



• The Shura Council in a move to curb the autonomy of the religious police 

voted in September 2017 on a proposal to merge the Commission for the 

Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice into the Ministry of Islamic Affairs.  

  

Education and Preaching 

• The Institute for Monitoring Peace and Cultural Tolerance acknowledged in 

December 2020 that Saudi textbooks had been purged of anti-Semitic and 

Islamist material. 

• Education Minister Ahmed al-Issa announced in December 2018 that 

philosophy and critical thinking would be added to the high school curriculum. 

• Disparagement of Jews and Christians in mosques has been forbidden, citing 

Prophet Mohammed’s friendly relations with Jews. 

• The government released an app in August 2018 allowing users to rate 

sermons. 

• Asir Governor Faisal bin Khalid banned a senior cleric in September 2017 

from preaching and leading religious activities for demeaning women’s 

intelligence. 

  

Appointments 

• Moderate clerics were added to the Council of Senior Scholars in December 

2016. 

• King Salman appointed the moderate Abdullatif Al al-Sheikh, a supporter of 

female employment and gender mixing, in June 2018 as Minister of Islamic 

Affairs, Dawah, and Guidance.  



• Muslim World League Secretary-General Mohammed al-Issa and Saudi 

Arabia’s Ambassador to France, Khalid al-Angari, visited Paris’s Great 

Synagogue in November 2017. 

• Saudi Arabia’s Embassy in Washington in October 2019 sent Rosh 

Hashanah greeting cards to American Jews, wishing them a “happy and 

sweet new year.” 

• The Attorney General in August 2020 embraced alternative penalties 

whereby certain convicts could “spend their sentences doing social work or 

other services that benefit the society.” 

• Saudi Arabia hosted the seventh G20 Interfaith Forum in October 2020, 

bringing together leaders from different faiths including Conference of 

European Rabbis leader Pinchas Goldschmidt. 

  

Meetings 

• Advisor to the Minister of Islamic Affairs Abdullah al-Luhaidan met and 

thanked the Pope at the Vatican in November 2017 for promoting global 

peace and coexistence. 

• Lebanon’s Maronite Patriarch Beshara al-Rai met King Salman in November 

2017. 

• Secretary-General of the Muslim World League Mohammed al-Issa in 

February 2018 discussed religious extremism with Secretary of State 

Cardinal Pietro Parolin at the Vatican. 



• Crown Prince Mohammed met Coptic Pope Tawadros II at Cairo’s Coptic 

Cathedral in March 2018, followed by a Coptic mass in December 2018, the 

Kingdom’s first officially-endorsed non-Islamic religious ceremony. 

• Crown Prince Mohammed met the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, 

at Lambeth Palace in March 2018. 

• Crown Prince Mohammed met a group of religious leaders, including two 

rabbis, in New York in March 2018. 

• Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran met and signed a cooperation agreement with 

the Crown Prince in April 2018. 

• Dr. Mohammed al-Issa urged Muslims in October 2018 to join Christians and 

Jewish leaders in a peace delegation to Jerusalem. 

• Crown Prince Mohammed in November 2018, and again in September 2019, 

hosted Christian evangelical leaders in Riyadh, discussing “promoting 

coexistence and combatting extremism.”  

• A delegation from the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish 

Organizations visited Saudi Arabia in February 2020. 

• King Salman in February 2020 received Jerusalem-based Rabbi David 

Rosen. 

  

[Saudi Arabia will return to] what we were before – a country of moderate Islam that 

is open to all religions and to the world…We will not waste 30 years of our lives 

dealing with extremist ideas; we will destroy them today.” 

• Crown Prince Mohammed, October 2017. 

  



We need to work together to promote moderate Islam. We want to fight terrorism, 

and we want to fight extremism because we need to build stability in the Middle 

East.” 

• Crown Prince Mohammed, March 2018. 

  

Our country doesn’t have a problem with Jews. Our Prophet Muhammad married a 

Jewish woman… You will find a lot of Jews in Saudi Arabia coming from America, 

coming from Europe.” 

• Crown Prince Mohammed, April 2018. 

  

Islam is moderate in its ways. It is unfortunate that extremism has hijacked this 

religion. 

• Dr. Mohammed al-Issa, June 2018. 

 

Upcoming Holidays, Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• Eid al Adha: July 20-22 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of June 3, 2021, a sustained spike in COVID 

cases, with: 

o 1,261 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and 

Makkah; 
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o 454,217 cumulative cases, 9,925 active;  

o 1,364 recoveries daily, 436,884 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 15 deaths daily, 7,408 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 96,230 daily tests, 19,496,450 cumulative; 

o 14,561,687 vaccine doses administered. 

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

vaccines for import and use, while the Johnson & Johnson and Moderna 

vaccines are accepted for travelers. Inoculation is not 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.  

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. 

• Malls Reopen: The Ministry of Commerce has allowed shopping malls and 

markets to remain open 24 hours a day. 

• Upcoming Vaccine Requirements: Saudi Arabia's interior ministry has 

stated that vaccination will be required to enter any governmental, private, or 

educational establishments and to use public transportation from August 1. 

Vaccination will also be mandatory to attend any social, economic, 

commercial, cultural, scientific, entertainment, or sports event.  
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• Entertainment Activities Reopen: Saudi Arabia will allow entertainment 

activities to resume for those who are vaccinated. 

  

Public Sector Updates  

• Anti-Corruption: A prince, some former government officials, and a number 

of citizens and residents have been convicted and handed prison terms for 

their involvement in corruption cases. 

 

Corporate / Employment 

• Moves Against Forced Labor: Saudi Arabia has deposited the instrument of 

ratification of the Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930. 

• Migrant Worker Travel: 

o Filipino Regulations: Overseas Filipino workers deployed to Saudi 

Arabia will still need to be swabbed and quarantined for 10 days even 

if they have been inoculated with China-made COVID-19 vaccines. 

The Philippine government has meanwhile lifted its temporary ban on 

the deployment of Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) to the Kingdom, 

clearing the way for over 400 workers left stranded due to COVID 

protocol issues. 

o Cost-Sharing for Migrant Worker Hotel Stays: The Saudi 

government has decided to pay up to Tk 25,000 for Bangladeshi 

workers’ hotel stays for their required seven-day on-arrival institutional 

quarantine. 

• Sponsorship Reforms and Disputes: Saudi Arabia’s reforms to its kafala 

(sponsorship) system that allow for job mobility among expatriate workers 
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have reduced labor disputes by 50%. 

  

Legal 

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

(May 2021, focus is on the UAE government), see here. 

• New Female Driving Laws: 17-year-old girls can get a temporary driving 

permit in Saudi Arabia on an equal footing with their male peers. 

• Firearms Grace Period Extension: Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Interior has 

extended the grace period for getting licenses for illegal weapons and 

ammunition for one year, suspending all punitive measures against violators. 

• Noise Regulations: The Ministry of Environment, Water, and Agriculture has 

begun the implementation of provisions for noise regulation in Saudi Arabia. 

• Cybersecurity Framework: Saudi Arabia’s Communications and Information 

Technology Commission (CITC) announced the implementation of a 

regulatory framework to enhance cybersecurity in the Kingdom. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Travel Ban (Partially) Lifted: Saudi Arabia has lifted its ban on travelers 

from the UAE, Germany, the US, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, the UK, Sweden, 

Switzerland, France, and Japan. The ban remains in place for travelers from 

Egypt, Lebanon, Turkey, Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, Indonesia, and 

Pakistan.  

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

the 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 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 pilgrims 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.  
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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 

airlines operating in the Kingdom to register immunization data for all 

foreigners traveling to the Kingdom. 

o Potential Tourism Reopening: The Kingdom reportedly plans to 

soon reopen to foreign tourists. 

o Potential SAMA Insurance Coverage: The Saudi Central Bank 

(SAMA) announced the possibility of adding COVID-19 coverage to 

insurance policies for non-Saudi tourists. 

o Exit Visas and Bill Payments: Authorities have stated that the 

issuance of a final exit visa for an expatriate in Saudi Arabia is linked 

to the payment of due bills, including mobile phone bills. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o Non-Oil Economic Growth: Saudi Arabia's non-oil private sector 

expanded for the ninth consecutive month in May at a pace 

that quickened for a second straight month. 

o Remittances Rise: Expatriates in Saudi Arabia transferred $3.5 

billion in April, with an increase of 35.6% or SR3.5 billion compared to 

the same month last year. 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Foreign Assets Decline: Saudi Arabia’s net foreign assets dropped 

to $436.30 billion in April, down nearly 1.9% from $444.59 billion in 

March. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

o Fashion: The Fashion Commission has announced the launch of the 

“Saudi 100 Brands” program, a one-year training initiative to boost the 

global competitiveness of Saudi fashion brands. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Stake Expansion: Stake, a Dubai-based fintech and real estate 

investment platform backed by Saudi investors, is in talks to expand 

into Saudi Arabia. 

• Defense:  

o Saudi Military Attache in UAE: Saudi Arabia has opened new 

headquarters of the Saudi Military Attache in Abu Dhabi. 

o Jeddah Exercises: The Royal Saudi Naval Forces (RSNF) concluded 

a mixed military exercise with the US Marines at King Faisal Naval 

Base in Jeddah. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Louvre Hotels Expansion: Louvre Hotels Group is planning to create 

more than 3,500 new jobs as part of its strategy to expand its portfolio 

to nearly 50 hotels in the Kingdom by 2025. 
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o Radisson Expansion: Radisson Hotels has announced the signing of 

three new properties across the Kingdom. 

o Swiss International Hotels Expansion: Swiss International Hotels & 

Resorts announced the opening of the Swiss Spirit Hotel & Suites Al 

Baha in Saudi Arabia. 

• Religion:  

o Indonesia Hajj Ban: Indonesia has canceled the Hajj pilgrimage for 

its citizens. 

• Education: 

o In-Person Class Resumption: Saudi Arabia’s education sector is 

preparing to resume in-person classes. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology and Telecom: 

o CITC H2 Spectrum Auction: The Communications and Information 

Technology Commission (CITC) has opened public consultation for a 

spectrum auction for the 400, 600, 700, 2100, and 3800 MHz bands in 

H2 2021 as it looks for "innovative methods" to utilize the bands. 

o Microsoft GrowthX Accelerator: Microsoft announced that 

applications for its highly anticipated GrowthX Accelerator 

Program are now open. 

o eSports Initiatives: The Ministry of Communications and Information 

Technology has launched five new eSports initiatives. 
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• Food and Agriculture: 

o C3 Expansion: C3, a food tech platform operating ghost kitchens, will 

introduce Saudi Arabia to 40 restaurant brands via a $100 million deal 

with the country's investment house, WK Holding. 

o SAGO Wheat Purchase: Saudi Arabia's state grain organization 

(SAGO) has agreed to buy 562,000 tonnes of wheat for delivery 

between August and September at a $299.55 average price per ton. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o Red Sea Renewable Energy Water Plant: The Red Sea 

Development Company plans to build the world’s largest desalination 

plant powered by solar and wind energy on the Kingdom’s west coast. 

Ten entities have been prequalified to bid for the plant. 

o GDI Modular Assembly Plant: Gulf Development International (GDI) 

has unveiled plans to build one of the world’s largest volumetric 

modular assembly plants in Neom. 

o Industrial Sector Momentum: The Ministry of Industry and Mineral 

Resources revealed that a total of 83 industrial licenses were issued 

last month with a capital of SR1.6 billion compared to just 12 licenses 

issued in the same month last year. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on June 3 at $71.18 pbb for Saudi oil (Arab 

Light) and $68.94 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 
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o Arabian Sun: For Aramco’s most recent weekly newsletter (June 2) 

see here. 

o March Export Growth: The value of Saudi Arabia's oil exports in 

March rose by 75% year on year to $13.95 billion. 

o Aramco Bond Sale: Saudi Aramco is reportedly preparing to return to 

global capital markets with a bond that would help fund a $75 billion 

dividend commitment. 

o Asia Crude Price Hike: Saudi Arabia is expected to slightly increase 

its July official selling prices (OSPs) of light crude for Asia, as margin 

weakness and demand uncertainty cap the upside despite stronger 

crude benchmarks. 

  

Geopolitical 

• India Oxygen Aid: The Kingdom has shipped 140 tons of oxygen to India in 

recent months to help address the burgeoning COVID crisis. 

• US: 

o Strategic Reassurance: US Defence Secretary Lloyd Austin spoke 

with Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman and emphasized US 

commitment to helping Saudi Arabia defend its territory and people. 

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

missiles.  

o Riyadh Talks: Saudi-sponsored negotiations between the Yemeni 

government and the Southern Transitional Council (STC) have 
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resumed in Riyadh. 

  

GCC  

• Pfizer Booster Shots: The UAE and Bahrain have made the Pfizer vaccine 

available as a booster shot to those initially immunized with the Sinopharm 

vaccine. 

• New COVID Treatments: Kuwait and Bahrain have approved the use of 

Sotrofimab as a treatment for COVID. 

• UAE: 

o ADNOC Share and Bond Offering: Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 

(ADNOC) plans to offer 375 million shares – 3% of its registered 

share capital – through an accelerated bookbuilding proposition at an 

offer price of Dhs4.36 per share. 

o US Chamber of Commerce Policy Recommendations: The U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce has released policy recommendations for the 

Biden administration.  

• Qatar:  

o New US Chargé d’Affaires: The US State Department has named 

John Desrocher as Chargé d’Affaires of the US Embassy in Doha. 

o Qatar-Airbus Dispute: Airbus faces "industrial repercussions" if it 

fails to resolve a dispute that has driven a wedge between the 

European planemaker and major customer Qatar Airways according 

to the airline’s CEO. 
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• Kuwait:  

o Clean Fuels Project Completed: Kuwait's state refiner KNPC has 

completed work on a new hydrocracking unit at its 454,000 b/d Mina 

Abdullah refinery, marking the conclusion of the company's long-

delayed $16bn Clean Fuels Project (CFP). 

• Bahrain: 

o S&P Rating Revision: S&P Global Ratings on Friday revised 

Bahrain's outlook to 'negative' from 'stable', citing the country's pace 

and ability to service its finances and external debt. 

o Postponements to Loan Installments: Bahrain's central bank gave 

instructions to postpone all loan installments for individuals and 

companies by six months to help mitigate the economic effects of 

COVID. 

• Oman: 

o Protests Quelled: Oman appears to have successfully quelled recent 

protests, though economic fault lines remain. 

o Restrictions Loosen: Oman announced it will allow Omanis and 

citizens of other Gulf countries to move across its land borders daily 

for work, while also loosening other pandemic-related restrictions. 

  

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 
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• Population Growth: Saudi Arabia’s population grew by 2.3 percent to 35.01 

million last year from 34.22 million in 2019. 

 

 

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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