
 

Introduction 

Twilight of Regional and Sectoral Alliances: Emerging Saudexit/Emirexit? 

 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) faces new stresses, casting doubts on its future 

as a defensive alliance against Iran and a common market on the model of the 

European Union; Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), having jointly 

embargoed Qatar in 2017 (resolved or at least temporarily patched up at the 41st 

GCC summit meeting in January, 2021 in al-Ula), now pursue divergent policies on 

multiple economically and strategically crucial fronts. 

 

The current rift is much more consequential than the conflict with Qatar, as economic 

and geopolitical challenges require close regional coordination and cooperation. 

Divergent strategies most immediately involve  

• a change in Saudi customs rules on imports from other GCC states, denying 

trade preferences to companies operating in free zones or containing Israeli 

input; and 

• an OPEC+ plan to manage oil output and pricing for the next six months and 

into 2022 by increasing production by monthly 400,000 bpd increments 

through yearend, and continuing at these levels through 2022 (as the UAE 

implements more expansive plans to monetize its oil reserves ahead of an 
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anticipated receding tide for fossil fuels, while Saudi Arabia pursues longer 

term stability to fund its economic transformation vis OPEC+). 

Either country’s exit could land an existential blow to either the GCC or OPEC, as the 

two neighbors have also diverged on  

• Yemen, where the UAE supports the secessionist Southern Transitional 

Council and is building economic and military bases in the Socotra 

Archipelago and Mayyun (Perim) Island in the Bab al-Mandab; 

• the Horn of Africa, where the UAE is unilaterally developing its own political 

and economic relations;  

• Somaliland and Puntland, to the detriment of the federal Somali state; and 

• Israel, which the UAE has recognized ahead of any coordinated GCC or 

Saudi move. 

  

GCC Preferential Tariffs and Common Market: Honored in the Breach? 

 

In a challenge to the UAE’s leadership as a commercial hub and as a sequel to 

regional localization requirements to prequalify for government contracts, the Saudi 

Tax & Customs Authority has revoked customs exemptions for free zone goods (or 

goods with Israeli content), and terminated exemptions for GCC-based 

manufacturers generally, to those with 25+% national workforces and 40+% local 

value (with credit for more in either category), all coming fast on the heels of  

• the Saudi government’s February announcement of its plan to reserve 

contracts from 2024 for companies maintaining regional headquarters in the 

Kingdom, a challenge to Dubai’s re-export trade and regional expatriate-

friendly offshore dominance; and 
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• the Kingdom’s recent covid-related travel restriction against travelers from the 

UAE, embarrassingly grouped with Ethiopia and Vietnam.  

  

Jobs for Saudis: Localizing Key Growth Sectors 

 

In a continuing parade of reforms designed to open new career opportunities for 

Saudi nationals, Minister of Human Resources and Social Development Ahmed Al-

Rajhi has announced plans to provide 40,000 new Saudi jobs in legal services, 

customs clearance, real estate activities, cinemas, driving schools, and technical and 

engineering professions, as part of a broader initiative to generate 203,000 new jobs. 

 

Logistical Hub 

 

Saudi Arabia has launched a National Transportation and Logistics 

Strategy featuring a new national airline, new logistics zones and expansion of public 

transportation and public/private engagement, with hopes to increase transport’s and 

logistics’ GDP share from 6 to 10%. 

 

Transport and Logistic Services Minister Saleh bin Nasser al-Jasser announced an 

SAR500 billion  ($133.34 billion) budget for a global transportation and logistics hub 

including new airports, seaports, rail and other infrastructure, recently, in another 

challenge to the UAE for regional dominance. 

 

GACA head Abdulaziz Al-Duauilj predicted that by 2030, international aviation 

destinations would rise from 99 in 2019 to 250+ and annual passengers from 103 

million to 330 million, while air cargo would rise from 900,000 to 4.5 million tons.  
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A new national carrier would raise the Kingdom to fifth place among global air 

passenger transit hubs, competing directly against Emirates, Etihad and Qatar 

Airways. 

 

Saudi Arabia First: Logistics 

 

Saudi Arabia has raised its game to outflank the UAE and Qatar as the Gulf’s 

commercial, cultural, and geostrategic hub, including as a 

foremost sports destination as well as in the management of regional ports and 

terminals. 

 

While Dubai’s DP World operates 82 marine and inland terminals in 40+ countries 

(Djibouti, Somaliland, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, and Cyprus), Saudi Arabia’s Red 

Sea Gateway Terminal (RSGT) is targeting seaports serving the Kingdom’s food and 

other vital imports primarily in Sudan and Egypt, as RSGT CEO Jens Floe budgets 

up to $500 million in each of 3+ international ports over five years. 

 

Sports: Game Afoot 

 

Saudi Arabia’s increased focus on sports, including a potential bid to host the 2030 

World Cup, addresses Saudi youth’s desire for expanded leisure and entertainment 

options, while competing for regional leadership in yet another sector. 

 

The Kingdom has invested $1.5 billion in hosting a variety of sporting events, 

including the final matches of Italy’s and Spain’s top soccer leagues; Formula One; 

boxing, wrestling and snooker matches; and golf tournaments, giving Qatar and the 

UAE a run for the Middle East sports leadership. 
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United We Stand 

 

An alliance that enabled a joint military campaign in Yemen, an Arab boycott of Qatar 

and a common front against creeping Islamism seems now to be imperiled by 

dueling nationalisms competing for foreign capital and talent. While Iran and Islamist 

groups in the region remain a common concern, economic sovereignty has become 

a new source of contention, aggravated by the economic consequences of the covid 

crisis. At the same time, potential U.S.-Iran detente, the energy transition, and 

competition in non-oil diversification add up to a witch’s brew of potential flashpoints. 

 

How will differences between two such pivotal GCC and OPEC players as Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE affect already weakened GCC and OPEC effectiveness, and 

can the rifts be healed?  

 

Given questions over U.S. and other external commitments to the region in the 

context of a professed pivot to Asia, can either country afford to sideline institutions 

that have played such key roles in regional economic and defense security for 40 

and 60 years respectively? 

  

Upcoming Holidays, Events, Webinars, and Conferences 

• USSBC Program: For a schedule of upcoming U.S.-Saudi Business Council 

(USSBC) events and webinars see here. 

• Haj 2021: July 17-22 

• Eid al Adha: July 19-22 

• National Day: September 23 
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• Red Sea Film Festival: December 6-15 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, Aid, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of July 10, 2021, a sustained spike in COVID 

cases, with: 

o 1,133 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and Ta’if; 

o 498,906 cumulative cases, 11,250 active;  

o 1,582 recoveries daily, 479,709 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 14 deaths daily, 7,947 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 96,257 tests administered daily; 

o 19,424,740 vaccine doses administered. 

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

Johnson and Johnson, and Moderna vaccines for import and use. 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.  

o Second Dose Availability: Authorities have announced that the 

second dose of COVID vaccines will only be available to members of 

five categories: patients who are on kidney dialysis, have active 
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cancer, recently underwent organ transplants, are obese, or are over 

60. The Minister of Health has stated that the administration of second 

doses will start when stock is available in large quantities. 

o Vaccines for Adolescents: Saudi Arabia will start inoculating young 

people aged 12 to 18 against COVID with the Pfizer-BioNtech vaccine 

after it was approved by the Saudi Food and Drug Authority. The 

Ministry of Education said it plans to vaccinate 2,726,516 students 

through vaccination centers approved by the Ministry of Health before 

the start of the academic year. 

o Second Doses Resume (for Some): Health authorities will restart 

administering COVID second doses in two weeks for those aged 30 to 

40 years. 

o Moderna Vaccine Approved: The Saudi Food and Drug Authority 

(SFDA) has approved Moderna’s coronavirus vaccine for use in the 

Kingdom. 

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

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

educational establishments (including malls) 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.  

  

Public Sector Updates  

• New Saudization Moves: The Ministry of Human Resources and Social 

Development has approved the localization of six new job categories in legal 

advice, customs clearance, real estate activities, cinemas, driving schools, 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=339fdce521&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=339fdce521&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=370c088e10&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=063cab3171&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=93d2abcc80&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=b647e75d06&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=b647e75d06&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=c339034f86&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=c339034f86&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=4ab2dda940&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=951a59976e&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=bad988359f&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=bad988359f&e=e3f02dcb89


and technical and engineering professions. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• USSTG Updates: For the latest updates from the US-Saudi Trade Group 

(USSTG), see here. 

• Saudis Enter Market: 200,000 Saudi citizens have entered the job market in 

2021. 

  

Legal 

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

(May 2021, focus is on climate change), see here. 

• Foreigners Permitted to Join the Saudi Bar: Non-Saudis are now 

permitted to join the Saudi Bar Association. Foreigners are also reportedly 

now allowed to plead in courts. 

• Crackdown on Unlicensed Telephones: The Saudi Communications and 

Information Technology (CITC) has announced the imposition of fines of up 

to SAR25 million for dealing in unlicensed telecom devices. 

• Misyar Controversy: Saudi Arabia is debating how to handle the growth of 

temporary “misyar” marriages. 
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Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Travel Resumes: Saudi Arabia has lifted its ban on travelers from all 

countries except the UAE, Ethiopia, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Egypt, Lebanon, 

Turkey, Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan.  

o Travel Guidelines: For an outline of travel guidelines to and from 

Saudi Arabia, see here. 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. 

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, 

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 visitors who come to 

Saudi Arabia are required to have health insurance coverage against 

COVID-19 infection. 
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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.  

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 

travelers to register immunization data. 

o Potential Tourism Reopening: The Kingdom reportedly plans to 

soon reopen to foreign tourists. The Saudi Central Bank announced 

the possibility of adding COVID-19 coverage to insurance policies 

for non-Saudi tourists. 

o Sinovac/Sinopharm Recipients Barred: Saudi Arabia has barred 

the entry of individuals inoculated with Chinese vaccines (Sinovac and 

Sinopharm) into the country. 

o Free Visa Extensions: Saudi Arabia has started the automatic 

extension of visas and residency permits of expatriates stranded 

abroad who are citizens of 20 countries. 

o Pre-Travel Vaccination Status Registration: The General Authority 

of Civil Aviation (GACA) has issued a circular to all airlines asking 

them to ensure that all foreign nationals coming to Saudi Arabia have 

registered their vaccination status online before departure. 
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• UK Quarantine Lifted: Fully vaccinated travelers from Saudi Arabia no 

longer need to quarantine themselves upon arrival in the UK. 

• IATA Riyadh Office: Global airlines industry body IATA will open a regional 

office in Riyadh. 

  

Business / Economy  

• General: 

o IMF Forecast: The IMF has stated that Saudi Arabia's economy is 

recovering well from the COVID-19 pandemic and the fund expected 

the non-oil economy to grow by 4.3% this year, with overall GDP 

growth seen at 2.4%. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o July Sukuk: Saudi Arabia issued SAR10.412 billion in sukuk in 

its July 2021 issuance. 

o SDP Lending: The Social Development Bank (SDB) provided 

financing of $426.6 million to 30,000 beneficiaries during the first half 

of this year. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o New Saudi-Bahrain Causeway: Bahrain has begun final preparatory 

work before construction of the 16-mile King Hamad Causeway, 

linking the Gulf island with Saudi Arabia. 
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o Home Ownership Status: Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 goals for home 

ownership are ahead of schedule, as the Kingdom surpassed its 60% 

2020 target by 2%. 

o KEC Residential Contract: The Knowledge Economic City (KEC) in 

Al-Madinah has signed a $9.2m (SAR34m) infrastructure works 

contract with Mussad Al-Mutairi & Partner Company for the Al-Alyaa 

residential project. 

• Industry, Utilities, Desalination, and Logistics: 

o Transportation Plan: Saudi Arabia will invest over 500 billion riyals 

($133.34 billion) in airports, seaports, rail, and other infrastructure by 

2030. 

o Airport Expansion: According to the new National Transport and 

Logistics Strategy 90% of regional airports in the Kingdom need to be 

expanded and two global hubs should be established. 

o Saudi-Oman Road: An 800 km road linking Oman and Saudi Arabia 

across the Empty Quarter is set to open soon. 

o Logistics Companies: Saudi Arabia is close to granting licenses to 

three international parcel transportation companies licenses, with a 

potential injection of $1.6 billion into the local market. 

• Defense:  

     No significant recent developments. 
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• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Red Sea Film Festival Pushed Back: The dates of the Red Sea Film 

Festival have been pushed back from November 11-20 to December 

6-15. 

o MSC Cruises: MSC Cruises has announced that the MSC Bellissima, 

one of the line’s latest ships, will sail 21 Red Sea voyages from 

Jeddah between the end of July and late October. 

o Scenic Cruises: Scenic Group's Scenic Eclipse will launch its first 

cruises in the Red Sea from Jeddah from July 17 to December 9. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

     No significant recent developments. 

• Religion:  

o Hajj Restrictions: Saudi Arabia has banned entry to holy sites during 

the coming Haj season without a permit. Violators risk a fine of 

SAR10,000. In addition, a health escort will be designated for every 

20 pilgrims. 

• Education: 

     No significant recent developments. 

• Healthcare: 

     No significant recent developments. 

• Technology and Telecom: 

o Data Infrastructure: The Ministry of Communications and Information 

Technology (MCIT) has launched a plan to build a network of large-
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scale data centers across the kingdom with an aim to attract $18 

billion worth of investment by 2030. 

o TDF-Oracle Partnership: Oracle has announced that the Saudi 

Arabia Tourism Development Fund (TDF) has completed a 

major Oracle Cloud implementation. 

• Apple Development Academy: Apple plans to build its first Apple Developer 

Academy headquarters in Riyadh. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o Restaurant Allergy Regulations: The Food and Drug Authority plans 

to require restaurants and catering companies to serve at least five 

meals that are free from foods that trigger allergies. 

• Wheat Tender: The Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO) has issued an 

international tender to purchase about 360,000 tons of wheat. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

     No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices most recently stand on July 10 at $74.28 pbb for 

Saudi oil (Arab Light) and $74.56 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

o Arabian Sun: For Aramco’s most recent weekly newsletter (July 7) 

see here. 

o Aramco Assets Sales: Aramco is planning to raise tens of billions of 

dollars by selling more stakes in its businesses. 
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o Hydrogen Ambitions: Saudi Arabia aims to dominate the global 

hydrogen market with Aramco investing heavily in the sector. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Pakistan Loans: A debt-ridden Pakistan has signed an agreement with 

Saudi Arabia-based Islamic Development Bank (IDB) to borrow $4.5 billion. 

• US: 

o Lobbying Plan: Saudi Arabia is funding a digital news platform 

backed by a subsidiary of the Saudi Technology Development and 

Investment Co. (Taqnia), which will have a studio in Washington, 

D.C., as the kingdom begins a new lobbying effort aimed at the White 

House and Congress. 

  

GCC  

• Saudi-UAE Tension: Saudi Arabia and the UAE are in a standoff over oil 

production levels. Saudi Arabia has amended its rules on imports from other 

Gulf Cooperation Council countries to exclude goods made in free zones or 

using Israeli input from preferential tariff concessions. 

• UAE: 

o Government Entry Rules: Beginning August 1, unvaccinated visitors 

must present negative PCR test results in order to be allowed to enter 

any federal government department or ministry. 

o DP World Deal: DP World plans to buy South Africa’s Imperial 

Logistics Ltd. for $890 million. 
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o Blue Hydrogen Ambitions: Abu Dhabi is seeking investors to help 

build hydrogen export facilities. 

o Potential Cambridge Partnership: The University of Cambridge is in 

talks with the UAE to develop a partnership that will provide for the 

university's biggest donation and the creation of a joint innovation 

institute. 

• Qatar:  

o Entry Visa Resumption: Qatar will resume issuing family and tourist 

entry visas beginning July 12. 

o Qatar Petroleum Bond Offering: Qatar Petroleum has announced 

that it has raised $12.5 billion in a multi-tranche bond offering. 

o Israel Normalization Rejected: Oman's Foreign Minister has stated 

the Sultanate will not normalize relations with Israel. 

• Kuwait:  

o Airport Capacity Increase: The Kuwait International Airport will 

increase its capacity to 5,000 arriving passengers per day. 

• Bahrain: 

o New Residence Permits: Bahrain will issue new residence permit 

stickers for all foreigners in the country beginning Sunday. 

o Economic Contraction: Bahrain's economy contracted 2.11% in the 

first quarter from a year earlier, hurt by the decline in the non-oil 

economy. 
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• Oman: 

o Flight Suspensions: Oman on Thursday indefinitely suspended 

passengers flights from 24 countries including India, Pakistan, and 

Bangladesh. 

o EDO Financing: Energy Development Oman (EDO), a relatively new 

state company, is in talks with banks to raise $1.5 billion in debt 

financing. 

  

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

 

 

Resources 

• Previous Newsletters 

• Ministry of Health Dashboard 

• Ministry of Health Coronavirus Guidance 

• New Companies Law (English) 

• Chamber of Commerce Global Policy Dashboard 

• Ministry of Investment Guide to Business Continuity 

• US-Saudi Business Council 

• Saudi-US Trade Group 
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• American Community of Saudi Arabia Newsletters 

• 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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