
 

Introduction 

Parade of Superlatives: Living Large and Daring Mightily 

 

Despite economic fallout from a pandemic that knows no borders, the spirits of 500 

live and 10,000 virtual participants were lifted above such harsh realities by visions of 

bold and innovative advances at last week’s Future Investment Initiative. 

 

On top of NEOM’s futuristic $200 billion Line and $800 billion in promised PIF 

investment in emerging sectors, Crown Prince Mohammed unfolded yet another eye-

popping $220 billion plan to transform Riyadh into a Top 10 Global City as part of a 

strategic shift away from oil to a diversified and privatized free market, promising to 

“make our country a pioneer for the new human civilization.” 

 

All of Riyadh’s features set the groundwork for job creation, economic growth, 

investment, and more. We aim to make Riyadh one of the 10 largest city economies. 

Today it stands at 40. We also aim to increase the population from 7.5 million today 

to 15-20 million in 2030.  

 

85% of global economic activity currently comes from cities, where true growth 

begins, whether in industry, innovation, education, services, or elsewhere. World 

economies are not based on nations, but on cities. True growth begins in the city, 
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whether in industry, innovation, education, services, tourism, or other sectors.  

 

Riyadh’s infrastructure is already outstanding, a platform for tremendous economic 

growth and development of industry, tourism, and progress. 

 

Riyadh will also enter the ranks of most prominent cities in quality of life, tourism, and 

services. 

 

Riyadh currently represents 50% of the Kingdom’s non-oil economy, with a 30% cost 

advantage. A Green City program will add millions of new trees and other 

environmental innovations.  

 

Echoing Kevin Costner, Royal Commission for Riyadh City President Fahad Al-

Rasheed predicted confidently that “if you build [them], they will come.” 

 

Home to 7-8 million, Riyadh is rapidly transforming from a car-friendly, pedestrian-

unwelcoming, Haia-centric Sahara into a livable and beckoning metropolis featuring 

world-class parks and green spaces, a 6-line metro, cinemas, restaurants, 

pedestrian and bicycle-friendly boulevards, athletic amenities, cultural festivals, 

omnipresent works of public art, and so much more. 

 

National Transformation 

 

On the national level, PIF Governor Yasir Al-Rumayyan proposes an 80/20 

domestic/foreign asset distribution from 70/30 currently, as NEOM, Red Sea 

Development and Qiddiya progress, and others are added. A $40 billion commitment 

in domestic economic stimulation over 5 years represents 5% of annual GDP, not to 

mention a projected $320 billion additional non-oil GDP and 1.8 in estimated new 



jobs from its portfolio companies. Having already tripled assets to $400 billion, 

opened 10 new economic sectors, and generated 331,000 jobs over three years, the 

PIF now targets $1+ trillion in assets by 2025 and $2+ trillion by 2030, rivaling 

Norway and China in sovereign wealth. 

 

The PIF depends on asset growth on capital injections ($40 billion recently from the 

Saudi Central Bank), dividends, Saudi ARAMCO share sales ($29 billion so far), 

privatization of pipelines and other ARAMCO facilities, asset divestments, and 

bonds.  

 

100+ investments are promised in finance, banking, industrial, logistics, biotech, the 

digital economy, and other sectors while adding 7-12 million residents implies 

substantial private investment in housing, retail and commercial facilities. 

 

24 foreign companies have based on generous tax and Saudiization incentives 

committed to upgrading their Riyadh presence, including PepsiCo, Schlumberger, 

Bechtel, Boston Scientific, and Tim Hortons, while Minister of Investment Khalid Al-

Falih dangled the prospect of a raft of imminent business-friendly reforms. 

 

Prosaic Realities 

 

Back on planet earth, the expatriate population has fallen in the face of crisis-driven 

restrictions, air traffic closure, and ever-increasing Saudiization requirements, with 

work visas falling 57.8% to 611,185 during the first 9 months of 2020 from the same 

period in 2019. 

 

Dream or Mirage? 
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In plague times, hope is the thing with feathers; amidst budget deficits and 

continuing payment delays are such promises truly achievable, or more akin to 

Lennie’s elusive hopes in Of Mice and Men of living large off the fat of the land? 

  

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 February 1, 2021, a rise in COVID cases, 

with: 

o 255 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Makkah, and 

Dammam; 

o 368,329 cumulative cases, 2,111 active;  

o 266 recoveries daily, 359,839 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 4 deaths daily, 6,379 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 44,496 daily tests, 12,340,183 cumulative; 

o >391,643 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 
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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. 

o AstraZeneca Vaccines: The Serum Institute of India (SII) will supply 

Saudi Arabia with three million AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine doses 

priced at $5.25 each next week. 

• Tawakkalna App Mandatory in Eastern Province: All Saudi citizens and 

residents employed in the public and private sectors in the Eastern Province 

must use the Tawakkalna app when entering their offices. 

• Potential New Restrictions: The Minister of Health stated that Saudi Arabia 

could implement further COVID-19 restrictions if people do not comply 

with preventative measures. 

  

Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Anti-Corruption: The Oversight and Anti-Corruption Authority ("Nazaha”) 

has arrested 32 individuals on charges involving bribery from an organized 

crime group and transferring cash sums outside the Kingdom in a case 

involving 11.6 billion riyals ($3.07 billion). 
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Corporate / Employment 

• 2020 Corporate Dues: The Ministry of Finance has settled all dues of public 

and private companies for 2020, having received 1.036 million payment 

orders worth SAR1.016 trillion. 

  

Legal 

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

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

• Najiz Custody E-Documentation: The Ministry of Justice had allowed the 

electronic documentation of the custody of children through the ministry’s 

Najiz portal provided there are no custody disputes. 

  

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.  

• Travel Ban Lifting Postponed: Saudi Arabia has postponed the end of a 

ban on travel for its citizens and the reopening of its ports from March 31 

to May 17. 

• Repatriations: Saudi Arabia has repatriated thousands of Nigerian and 

Ethiopian residents. 
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• Exit-Reentry Visa Clarification: Saudi Arabian authorities have stated that 

expatriates who left the Kingdom on exit and reentry visa and did not come 

back before their visas expired are not allowed to reenter to the country for 

three years. However, this does not apply to those who come back to the 

previous employer with a new work visa. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o 2021 Economic Growth: The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

predicts Saudi Arabia’s economy will grow 2.6% this year. 

o Growth in Remittances: Expatriate remittances increased 19.25% to 

$39.92 billion in 2020, compared with $33.47 billion in 2019. 

• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Aramco to Sell Shares: Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman stated 

that Aramco will sell more shares as part of plans to bolster the Public 

Investment Fund (PIF), the country’s chief sovereign wealth fund. 

o Bond Sale: Saudi Arabia raised $5 billion in a dual-tranche bond sale 

with tenors of 12 and 40 years to plug its fiscal deficit. 

o Asset Management Industry Stable: A report by KPMG shows 

favorable trends for the Kingdom’s asset management sector. 

o General Reserves Decline: Saudi Arabia’s general reserves 

declined $29.5 billion in 2020. 

o PIF Ambitions: The PIF plans to become the largest sovereign 

wealth fund in the world, and announced its 2025 goals include raising 
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its assets to SAR 4 trillion, injecting at least SAR 150 billion annually 

into the local economy, and creating 1.8 million jobs. 

• Retail and E-Commerce:  

o Amazon Prime: Amazon has launched its Prime service in Saudi 

Arabia with a free 30-day trial followed by a subscription fee of SR16 

($4) per month. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o Plans for Riyadh: During the Future Investments Summit Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman stated he plans for Riyadh to be 

among the top ten largest city economies in the world, increase its 

population from 7.5 million to 15-20 million, and boost its quality of life, 

tourism, and services. The Kingdom plans to invest $220 billion to 

transform Riyadh into a global city by 2030, with a focus on projects in 

finance, banking, industrial, logistics, biotech, the digital economy, 

and other sectors. 

• Defense:  

o Joint Defense Exercises: The Saudi army, navy, and air forces have 

begun the two-week Spears of Victory military drills (Rumah Al-Nasr) 

in the Eastern Province. 

o Potential US Bases: The US is exploring establishing military bases 

in Saudi Arabia to help counter Iran. 

o Raytheon Deal Concerns: The CEO of Raytheon predicted the 

Biden administration will cancel a $500 million sale of bombs to Saudi 

Arabia. 
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o Italian Weapons Sales Halted: Italy has halted the sale of thousands 

of missiles to Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Tourism Tracking: The General Authority for Statistics announced it 

will begin tracking tourism’s contribution to its economic output under 

the Tourism Establishment Survey. 

• Education: 

o Ideological Revamp: Saudi Arabia has been scrubbing its textbooks 

of anti-Semitic and misogynistic passages. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o AI Energy Center: The Saudi Ministry of Energy has signed an MoU 

with the Saudi Data and Artificial Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) to 

establish a new AI center for energy. 

o Google Data Center Controversy: Google’s plan to establish a new 

Google Cloud region in Saudi Arabia has prompted concern over data 

protection and privacy. 

o Growth of Gaming Industry: COVID lockdowns have increased the 

number of people playing video games in Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

as well as their time spent playing. 

o Uber Saudization: Uber was recognized by the Minister of Transport 

for achieving 100% driver Saudization. 
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• Food and Agriculture: 

o US Cheese Consumption: Saudi Arabia is one of the largest markets 

for American cheese in the Middle East, and demand has 

been steadily growing. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o SABIC Netherlands Plant: Saudi Basic Industries Corp (SABIC) 

plans to build a plant to produce plastic circular polymers in the 

Netherlands. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on February 1 at $55.54 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $54.14 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

27) see here. 

o Crude Cuts for Asia: Saudi Arabia is expected to lower its official 

selling prices (OSPs) for Asian buyers in March. 

  

Geopolitical 

• United States: 

o Gulf Arms Sales Paused: The Biden administration is temporarily 

freezing several arms sales that were approved by the Trump 

administration, including fighter jets for the UAE and bombs for Saudi 

Arabia, amid a review of the sales. 
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o Houthi Sanctions Lifted: The Biden administration has suspended 

some of the Trump administration’s terrorism sanctions imposed on 

Yemen’s Houthi rebels. 

o Restored Relations with Palestine: The Biden administration plans 

to restore diplomatic relations with the Palestinian Authority, more 

than two years after the Trump administration ended them. 

o Alliance Reaffirmed: The US Department of Defense has reiterated 

that Saudi Arabia is a major partner and an important pillar 

for regional security. 

• Turkey Relations: The normalization between Qatar and Saudi Arabia has 

allowed the possibility of a rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 

• Emergency Arab League Meeting: Arab foreign ministers are scheduled to 

hold an emergency meeting in Cairo on February 8 to discuss Palestinian 

rights. 

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

missiles. 

  

GCC  

• UAE: 

o Citizenship for Foreigners: Foreigners can now receive UAE 

citizenship if nominated by royals or officials. The focus will be on 

investors, specialized talents & professionals including scientists, 

doctors, engineers, artists, authors, and their families. 
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o New Dubai COVID Restrictions: Dubai has announced a number of 

new restrictions for restaurants and social events.  

o Emirates UAE Repatriation: Emirates will operate flights from the UK 

to Dubai to return stranded UAE citizens and residents. 

o Student Residency Sponsorships: The UAE has amended its 

residency laws to now permit foreign university students in the UAE to 

sponsor their families, provided they have sufficient financial means. 

• Qatar:  

o FIFA Demand: FIFA's hospitality packages for the 2022 World Cup in 

Qatar generated "unprecedented levels of interest.” 

o Seattle Flights: Qatar Airways has announced direct flights to 

Seattle. 

• Kuwait:  

o Permanent Security Council Seat?: Kuwait, on behalf of the Arab 

countries, called for a permanent Arab representation with full powers 

in the Security Council in the event of any future expansion of the 

council. 

o Deficit: Kuwait forecasts its eighth consecutive budget deficit for the 

coming fiscal year amounting to a $40 billion shortfall. The country 

unveiled a budget that sees a 7% rise in spending as political 

bickering delays reforms and stymies borrowing. 

o June Satellite Launch: Kuwait’s first satellite is scheduled to 

launch in June. 
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• Bahrain: 

o Need for Gulf Aid: An analyst at Fitch predicts that Bahrain will likely 

need further financial support from its Gulf neighbours despite reform 

measures. 

o New Airport Terminals: Bahrain has launched new airport terminals, 

further increasing the region’s capacity. 

• Oman: 

o Land Border Closure Extended: Oman will extend the closure of 

land borders until at least February 8. 

o Tourism and Real Estate Focus: Oman’s sovereign wealth fund 

plans to emphasize tourism and real estate investments. 

  

Other 

• Miscellaneous: For earlier developments, see here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=588b263849&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=588b263849&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=e3cec3a61b&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=96d9a765ed&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=e3e47fb862&e=e3f02dcb89
https://alshariflaw.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88a45d818cd8e3786c2eb762c&id=d06f578b8a&e=e3f02dcb89


 

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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