
 

Introduction 

I Walk (and Ride, but not Drive) The Line 

 

First announced in 2017, NEOM was recently relaunched by Crown Prince 

Mohammed as a new age, carless, and environmentally / pedestrian-friendly high-

tech city, served by sustainable rail, robots, and drones.  

 

Prince Mohammed has now announced that NEOM will most strikingly extend along 

the “Line,” a 105-mile strip transected by a rich green forest extending from the Strait 

of Tiran, where the Gulf of Aqaba joins the Red Sea, towards Tabuk. As explained in 

promotional materials,  

 

“cities separated us from nature, it’s time to draw the line; what if we removed cars, 

got rid of streets, and innovated in the public space?" 

 

The Line as currently planned will create 380,000 jobs by 2030, add $48 billion to 

Saudi GDP, and will extend along an underground rail system accessible by a 5-

minute walk powered by a $7 billion clean hydrogen plant. 

 

After investing $15.5 billion domestically in 2019, the Public Investment Fund (PIF) 

plans to draw on its $400 billion in assets to invest another $40+ billion in national 
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projects over each of the next five years, which in addition to the Line and others will 

include the $15+ billion Qiddiya entertainment and $10+ billion Red Sea tourism 

projects. 

 

Committed to diversify investments from a foreign/domestic ratio of 5/95 in 2016 to 

50/50 by 2030, the PIF early last year invested $7.7+ billion in the U.S. and Europe, 

while forming 30+ domestic companies, rebalancing the ratio to 20/80. Despite 

skepticism over its $500 billion price tag ($100-200 billion by 2025), progress at 

NEOM has if anything been accelerated by the dual covid and oil crises. 

 

Despite challenges from Iran, geopolitical shifts involving Qatar and Israel, and 

continuing turbulence and uncertainty in energy, NEOM remains core to Prince 

Mohammed’s reforms. Like Dubai, NEOM hopes to attract Saudis and foreigners 

through a rich array of hospitality, transportation, healthcare, and educational 

amenities. 

 

However unlikely NEOM’s mountainous desert may appear as a site for a futuristic 

global offshore haven, who could have predicted in 1980 what Dubai with much less 

going for it would become in a few short decades, or what Singapore and Hong Kong 

have become. 

 

Buttressed by deep sovereign pockets, abundant national resources, and Prince 

Mohammed’s confident and ambitious vision and support, will NEOM join the ranks 

of offshore marvels of a globally connected modern world? 

 

Qatar: GCC vs. Muslim Brotherhood 

 

After a 3-year blockade, Crown Prince Mohammed welcomed Sheikh Tamim bin 
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Hamad al-Thani, the emir of Qatar, to a GCC meeting in Al-Ula, while restoring air, 

land, and sea access. 

 

Since its imposition in June 2017, the blockade has allowed both Iran and Turkey to 

triangulate perniciously among rival Gulf neighbors. In the wake of Saudi / Emirati 

demands for an end to support for Islamist movements, downscaling of Iranian and 

Turkish ties, and closure of the controversial Al-Jazira news network, some 

speculated that invasion of Qatar was averted only by complications relating to the 

U.S. military presence at Al-Udeid Air Base.  

 

The standoff has benefitted no one, as Al-Marai Dairies and other Saudi companies 

lost exports and the UAE trade and tourism, and GCC unity and freedom of 

movement and work were severely curtailed. 

 

Qatar will presumably withdraw its claims at the International Civil Aviation 

Organization and the World Trade Organization and has already reduced support to 

Islamists from Libya to Syria, though questions remain regarding support for the 

Muslim Brotherhood.  

 

Qatar’s links with Iran include joint ownership of the world’s largest natural gas field. 

Qatar has reportedly been asked to mediate between Turkey and Saudi Arabia, 

threatened as they are by Turkey’s regional ambitions. 

 

The reconciliation has been interpreted by some as timed to appease a new U.S. 

administration, in the context of historical U.S. support for an anti-Iranian regional 

GCC alliance and President-Elect Biden’s expressed intent to review the 75-year-old 

U.S./Saudi partnership in the context of human rights concerns. Both Qatar and 

Saudi Arabia value their U.S. relationships highly, and have intensified their 



Washington lobbying initiatives. 

 

While Prince Mohammed enjoyed a strong and mutually beneficial relationship with 

President Trump and his team, the importance to Saudi Arabia and its GCC partners 

of a strong U.S. relationship transcends any one administration, whatever the 

differences in human rights and other policies. 

 

Resolving the Qatar rift represents a positive and hopefully welcome first step 

towards continuing and expanding an already excellent bilateral U.S./Saudi 

relationship, together with positive moves towards peace with and stability in Yemen 

and social reforms including empowering women in the workplace, family and local 

mobility.  

 

Will this be appropriately recognized and appreciated in the U.S., and what further 

steps can we expect in coordinating and implementing bilateral policies of regional 

peace, stability and reconciliation? 

 

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 January 18, 2021 a continued decline in 

COVID cases, with: 

o 170 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and Yanbu; 
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o 365,099 cumulative cases, 1,922 active;  

o 161 recoveries daily, 356,848 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 6 deaths daily, 6,329 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 45,064 daily tests, 11,713,996 cumulative; 

o 295,530 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 

the iOS or Android “Sehanty” apps. Within 24 hours applicants will 

receive a message providing a date for receiving vaccine doses. 

  

Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Anti-Corruption Protections: Nazah, the Saudi anti-corruption authority, 

has reiterated that it will provide confidentiality and financial rewards to 

whistleblowers of white-collar crimes. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Corporate IPO Stimulus: Saudi Arabia’s Projects Support Fund Initiative has 

signed an agreement with the Saudi Stock Exchange to provide long-term 
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loans to companies to encourage them to float their shares on the 

kingdom’s stock exchange. 

• Skills Mismatch and Human Capital Development: Boston Consulting 

Group has stated that skills mismatch is the key barrier to human capital 

development in Saudi Arabia, and tackling the problem could add 1.3% to 

the kingdom’s GDP. 

  

Legal 

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

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

• Female Judges: Saudi Arabia plans to appoint women as court judges. 

• FDA Violations: The Saudi Food and Drug Authority has stated that 

violations risk SAR10 million and ten years imprisonment. 

• Sex Offenders to be Named and Shamed: The Saudi government has 

approved a legal amendment to an anti-sexual harassment law that allows 

naming and shaming offenders in media. 

• E-Licenses for Car Rental Brokerages: Saudi authorities have issued the 

first electronic license for car rental brokerage on app-based leasing of 

vehicles owned by individuals. 

• Telecom Company Violations: The Communications and Information 

Technology Commission (CITC) imposed over SAR40 million ($10.67 million) 

fines on multiple Saudi telecom operators for violating the 

kingdom’s telecommunications law. 
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Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Flights: Visitors from the UK, South Africa, and other countries affected by 

the new strain of coronavirus must spend at least two weeks outside of the 

country and take a PCR test before entering the Kingdom and undergo a 

seven-day quarantine and take another PCR test on arrival.  

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

o Airports to Reopen March 31: the Saudi Aviation Authority has 

stated it will reopen all airports beginning March 31. 

• Travel Warnings: The Ministry of Interior has warned citizens and residents 

against traveling to 12 coronavirus-affected countries without permission. 

These countries are reportedly Libya, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Iran, Turkey, 

Afghanistan, Armenia, Somalia, Congo, Venezuela, and Belarus. 

• Emirates Suspends Flights to South Africa: Emirates has suspended 

flights to and from South Africa until January 28. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o Bond Sale: Saudi Arabia is reportedly planning to raise $5 billion from 

a bond sale to help cover financing needs. 

o Inflation Rises: Inflation rose to 3.4% in 2020, due largely to the 

tripling of value-added tax (VAT). 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Investment Banking Revenues: Saudi Arabia generated $382.9 

million in investment banking fees in 2020. 

o Investment Opportunity: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 

stated that the kingdom offers investment opportunities worth $6 

trillion over the next decade, with new projects representing half of 

this value. 

o Tech Startup Funding: Saudi Arabia reportedly recorded a 35% 

year-on-year increase in the number of investment deals in the 

technology startup sector in 2020. 

• Retail and E-Commerce:  

o No significant recent developments. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Riyadh Airport Financing on Hold: Saudi Arabia has reportedly put 

financing plans for Riyadh’s airport on hold. 

o NEOM Plans: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman unveiled plans 

to build a zero-carbon city at NEOM, the development’s first 

major construction project. 

• Defense:  

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

o Holy Sites Development Company: Saudi Arabia has launched 

Kidana, a $270 million company to develop the holy sites. 

o Israelis in Dakar Rally: Saudi Arabia reportedly allowed 10-15 

Israelis into the country to participate in the Dakar Rally. 

o Cinema Expansion: Mexico’s Cinépolis and a new joint venture 

dubbed Front Row Arabia plan to open hundreds of cinemas in the 

kingdom. 

o Grand Hyatt Opens: Hyatt announced the opening of Grand Hyatt Al 

Khobar Hotel and Residences in Saudi Arabia, which will be the first 

Grand Hyatt in the kingdom. 

o Mada’in Salih Opens: Mada’in Salih, an archaeological site in AIUIa, 

is soon opening to the public. 

• Education: 

o Online Learning Extended: Saudi Arabia has extended distance 

learning by ten weeks to help curb the spread of coronavirus.  

o Math and Science Focus: The Minister of Education has approved 

plans to emphasize science and math in elementary and intermediate 

education in public schools. 

o Muslim Brotherhood Warnings: The Ministry of Education has 

warned against expiation (Takfiri) thought of terrorist groups, 

particularly the Muslim Brotherhood. 
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• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o Zain 5G: Zain has announced the rollout of its second phase of 5G 

expansion. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o BurgerFi Expansion: US-based BurgerFi International has signed a 

multi-unit development agreement with Food Supplies to open six 

restaurants in Saudi Arabia. 

• Industry and Transportation: 

o Attracting Automakers: The Royal Commission in Jubail is 

reportedly exploring building infrastructure to attract three international 

automakers. 

o SwissPort Expansion: Swissport has signed an agreement to 

manage airport ground handling services in Saudi Arabia for the Air 

France-KLM Group until 2025.  

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on January 18 at $55.32 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $52.25 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

13) see here. 
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o Hydrogen Project: A joint venture comprised of Air Products, ACWA 

Power, and NEOM has hired financial firm Lazard to advise on 

building a $5 billion hydrogen project in NEOM. 

o Siberia Gas Project: SABIC is in discussions with Russian oil giant 

Gazprom to build a gas chemical complex in Siberia. 

  

Geopolitical 

• New Geopolitical Landscape: The election of President Biden in the US 

provides a raft of new geopolitical challenges for Saudi Arabia. 

• United States: 

o Israel Under CENTCOM: The US has changed the combatant 

command responsible for operations involving Israel to CENTCOM. 

o Iran and Al Qaeda: The US has accused Iran of harboring and 

aiding Al Qaeda. 

• Rohingya Passports: Saudi Arabia considers its Rohingya residents holding 

Bangladeshi passports as Bangladeshis. 

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

missiles. 
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GCC  

• UAE: 

o Residents Return: Flydubai has has stated that UAE residents who 

have stayed outside of the country for over 180 days may now return 

until March 31, 2021. 

o New Quarantine Rules: The Dubai Health Authority (DHA) now 

requires individuals who come in close contact with COVID-19 

patients to undergo a mandatory ten days of home quarantine, even if 

their test results are negative. 

o SME Aid: The Abu Dhabi Department of Finance has announced a 

Dhs 6 billion financing initiative to boost liquidity for SMEs. 

• Qatar:  

o Potential Investments in Saudi Arabia: Qatar’s foreign minister has 

said that the country’s sovereign wealth fund could invest in Saudi 

Arabia and other Gulf states after the recent AlUla agreement. 

o Saudi Embassy to Reopen: Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister stated he 

expects to re-open the Kingdom’s embassy in Qatar in the coming 

days. 

• Kuwait:  

o Cabinet Resigns: The entire Kuwaiti Cabinet has resigned due to 

conflicts with the Prime Minister.  
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• Bahrain: 

o Pfizer Vaccine Delays: Pfizer has delayed a vaccine shipment 

to Bahrain. 

• Oman: 

o Land Borders Close: The Supreme Committee has extended the 

closure of the Sultanate’s land borders until at least January 25. 

o New Crown Prince: Oman's Sultan Haitham will be succeeded by his 

eldest son Dhi Yazan under a new law that creates a new position of 

crown prince and establishes succession from ruler to the eldest son. 

 

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

 

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 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=410792361f&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=4a8dd63d89&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=7d20f0752c&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=aba3048790&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=a4ce290faf&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=47782c2ab1&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=30b6bced9a&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=e8c6875f53&e=8a03711a99
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=a3528a8cc3&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=465c41666b&e=e3f02dcb89


 

• 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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