
 

Introduction 

As Saudi Arabia restores earlier travel restrictions and covid-19 contagion 

precautions, including checks upon entering stores, workplaces and other public 

areas, we now celebrate the Kingdom’s relative success in containing the contagion 

with an overview of broader healthcare reforms. 

Vision 2030: Healthcare 

The Kingdom’s relative success in containing the covid-19 pandemic has focused 

attention on its robust healthcare system, which has risen to a very challenging 

occasion better than most.  

Vision 2030 targets healthcare for broad-based privatization, limiting the public 

sector to a regulatory role: 

Our health care system has benefited from substantive investment in recent 

decades. As a result, we now have 2.2 hospital beds for every 1,000 people, world-

class medical specialists with average life expectancy rising from 66 years to 74 

years in the past three decades. We are determined to optimize and better utilize the 

capacity of our hospitals and health care centers, and enhance the quality of our 

preventive and therapeutic health care services.  

The public sector will focus on promoting preventive care, on reducing infectious 

diseases [emphasis added] and in encouraging citizens to make use of primary care 
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as a first step. It will deepen collaboration and integration between health and social 

care, as well as supporting families to provide home care when necessary for their 

relatives. The public sector will focus on its planning, regulatory and supervisory 

roles in health care.  

We intend to provide our health care through public corporations both to enhance its 

quality and to prepare for the benefits of privatization in the longer term.  

We will work towards developing private medical insurance to improve access to 

medical services and reduce waiting times for appointments with specialists and 

consultants. 

Our doctors will be given better training to improve treatment for chronic diseases 

such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer that threaten our nation’s health. 

Strategic objectives for the Ministry of Health (“MOH”), the Saudi Food & Drug 

Authority (“SFDA”) and the Ministry of Investment (“MISA”) included new foreign 

investment, efficiency improvements, private/public partnerships and implementation 

of new information and digitalization technology. 

Digitization 

The MOH has expanded use of electronic medical records in both public and private 

healthcare facilities through a still emerging Unified Medical Record System. 

The MOH and private healthcare institutions arrange appointments and prescriptions 

via cellphone, allowing confirmation and cancellation of appointments and collection 

of prescriptions from designated pharmacies, which issue e-prescriptions through the 

MOH electronic system.  



Registrations, applications and correspondence with the MOH, SFDA and MISA are 

online or through call centers, and SFDA maintains its pharmaceutical, medical 

device and food databases online.  

Telemedicine 

Telemedicine, regulated under June, 2019 Regulations and open for foreign 

investment, is available for screening, triage, consultation, diagnostics, medical 

opinions, treatment support, and monitoring.  

Public health facilities provide initial telemedical consultation through a dedicated 

telephone number (937); prescriptions for free medication from designated 

pharmacies are notified via text message. Some private healthcare centers also offer 

telemedicine, typically in partnership with offshore providers. 

For follow-on treatment and testing, the Sehha app allows appointments to be 

scheduled at a nearby public healthcare facility.  

Foreign Investment 

Foreign investment in healthcare is seen to promote Vision 2030’s goal of upgrading 

local healthcare quality and service.  

While foreign investment was previously limited to hospitals, in early 2019 the Private 

Healthcare Institutions Law was amended to allow foreign ownership and 

management for all healthcare categories except clinics. 

Medicine and Devices 

Pharmaceuticals and medical devices not manufactured in the Kingdom are typically 

sold through Saudi-owned distributors, joined by a growing number of offshore 

suppliers holding trading licenses, which currently allows 100% foreign ownership 

subject to certain conditions and commitments.  



Insurance 

Private healthcare insurance is now required for all private sector employees and 

their immediate families, with plans to privatize public healthcare insurance as part of 

a broader initiative to extend these efficiencies more broadly.  

Emergency Response 

The Kingdom’s covid-19 response has been impressive, with ever-falling infection 

numbers in the face of broadly worrisome global trends. Digital technology helped, 

as have judicious and timely government-imposed precautions. While new 

restrictions have recently been applied against travel from 20 heavily-afflicted 

countries and new controls applied on access to high risk areas, thanks to effective 

MOH technology, domestic and international flight bans, curfews, mandatory 

masking and quarantine policies Saudi Arabia has so far escaped the heavy 

resurgence experienced elsewhere.  

The MOH currently relies on the following contagion-containment apps. 

• Tawakkalna. Used during the May - June lockdown and requiring approval to 

leave home for essential errands, and now to confirm clean record of 

infection upon entering buildings and stores; 

• Sehhaty. Scheduling of free mass covid-19 vaccines and tests; 

• Tetamman and Tabaud. Identifies individuals infected, displaying covid-19 

symptoms, quarantined and returnees from abroad. 

Concluding Reflections 

The Kingdom’s success in containing covid-19 contagion and treating victims reflects 

impressive strides across the sector, especially with digitalization and online access, 

while MOH, SFDA and MISA licensing procedures have all improved.  



The quality of both public and private healthcare continues to improve, in ways that 

should attract the attention of potential foreign investors; Vision 2030 has 

demonstrated its value in laying the conceptual foundation for an effective anti-

contagion response. 

  

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 8, 2021, a four-fold rise in Covid 

cases, with: 

o 356 new coronavirus cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and 

Dammam; 

o 370,634 cumulative cases, 2,415 active;  

o 298 recoveries daily, 361,813 cumulative (>98% recovery rate);  

o 4 deaths daily, 6,406 cumulative (<2% fatality rate);  

o 48,260 daily tests, 12,683,163 cumulative; 

o 443,153 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 
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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. 

• New Precautionary Measures:  

o Labor: The Ministry of Labor has prohibited gatherings of five or more 

workers inside homes or buildings under construction, rest houses, 

farms, and similar facilities other than their accommodations, with 

companies facing up to SAR100,000 fines for violations. 

o Interior: The Ministry of Interior has prohibited formal social 

gatherings including weddings, parties, and corporate meetings in 

hotels for 30 extendable days. Gatherings of over 20 people are 

prohibited. Malls, gyms, cinemas, and indoor entertainment 

centers must also close.  

o Makkah: The municipality of Makkah closed down the sale of birds 

and scrap at public auctions. 

  

Public Sector / Government Initiatives 

• Enforcement of Precautionary Measures: Hundreds of Saudi shops, food 

outlets, and commercial premises have been closed or fined for breaches of 

Covid precautionary measures in the latest round of municipal inspection 
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tours. 

  

Corporate / Employment 

• Saudization of Call Centers: The Ministry of Human Resources and Social 

Development has restricted the outsourcing of customer care services 

through call centers to foreign countries, directing 100% Saudization 

of customer care services and call centers. 

• Corporate Regional Offices in Riyadh: 24 international companies have 

signed agreements to establish main regional offices in Riyadh after being 

granted various benefits. 

• SME Growth: Saudi Arabia saw a surge in financing awarded to small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 2020 by the Kingdom’s banks and 

financial companies. 

• Employment Growth Predicted: Jadwa Investment predicts the 

employment rate in Saudi Arabia to grow in 2021, spurred by the potential 

acceleration in economic recovery and rise in Covid vaccine deliveries. 

  

Legal 

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

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

• New Fines for E-Commerce Violations: The Ministry of Commerce has 

imposed fines of SR740,000 for violators of the electronic advertising 

regulations stipulated by the E-Commerce Law. 
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• Intellectual Property Concerns: The International Olympic Committee (IOC) 

has asked the US to keep Saudi Arabia on a piracy watchlist.  

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• New Travel Ban: Saudi Arabia has banned expatriates from 20 countries 

from entering the Kingdom, including the UAE, Egypt, Lebanon, and Turkey, 

as well as the US, UK, Germany, France, Italy, Ireland, Portugal, Switzerland, 

Sweden, Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, and 

Japan. The ban begins at 9 pm Wednesday. Exceptions will be made for 

diplomats, medical staff, and their families. The ban also applies to travelers 

who transited through any of the 20 countries within 14 days of arrival. The 

Kingdom’s travel ban for citizens and the closure of its borders will remain in 

place until at least May 17, 2021. 

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

• 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. 

  

Economy  

• General: 

o Spending Trends: according to data from the Saudi Central Bank 

(SAMA), Saudi Arabian residents used consumer loans and credit to 

spend more on travel and education, but less on healthcare, transport, 

and home improvements. 
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• Finance, Insurance, Investment, and Sovereign Wealth: 

o PIF Loan: The Public Investment Fund (PIF), Saudi Arabia’s chief 

sovereign wealth fund, may raise over $10 billion through a revolving 

loan as it seeks extra liquidity to fund its plans. 

• Retail, Luxury, and E-Commerce:  

o Lamborghini Sales Rise: The exclusive agent for Lamborghini cars 

in Saudi Arabia, has announced that its sales for 2020 increased by 

20% over 2019. 

• Real Estate, Construction, Infrastructure, and Megaprojects: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Defense:  

o Potential Australia Arms Sales Freeze: The Australian government 

is facing pressure by several civil societies to end the export of 

military goods to Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

• Tourism, Hospitality, Culture, and Entertainment: 

o Golf Focus: Saudi Arabia is investing in building a golf industry. Last 

week the European Tour staged the Saudi International at the Royal 

Greens Golf and Country Club. 

o Islamic Civilization Museum: The Muslim World League has opened 

the International Exhibition and Museum of the Prophet’s Biography 

and Islamic Civilization in Madinah that showcases the life of 

the Prophet Mohammed. 
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• Education: 

o Shift to Government Schools: 45% of students in private schools 

and 90% children in private kindergartens reportedly shifted to 

government alternatives during the pandemic. 

• Healthcare: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Technology: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Food and Agriculture: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Industry, Utilities, and Transportation: 

o Haramain Railway Reopening: The Haramain Railway plans to 

resume service before Ramadan after an accident shut it down 

in October 2019. 

• Natural Resources, Mining, and Environment: 

o No significant recent developments. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on February 8 at $60.11 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $57.54 pbb for West Texas Intermediate (WTI). 

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

3) see here. 

o Solar Panel Installation Courses: The King Abdullah City for Atomic 

and Renewable Energy has launched training programs to teach the 
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design and installation of small-scale solar panel systems as part of 

Saudi Arabia’s solar energy push. 

  

Geopolitical 

• United States: 

o End of Support for War in Yemen: President Biden ended the 

remnants of U.S. support for a Saudi-led coalition's offensive 

operations in the Yemen conflict and announced it will reverse the 

designation of Houthi forces as a terrorist organization. 

o Human Rights Pressure: The White House stated that the US 

expects Saudi Arabia to improve its human rights record, including 

releasing women’s rights activists and other political prisoners.  

o Saudi Response: Saudi Arabia meanwhile reaffirmed its commitment 

to cooperating with the US, with the Foreign Minister stating that the 

Kingdom looks forward to working to face common challenges 

and maintain regional peace and security. Saudi Arabia also released 

two jailed activists with US citizenship on bail. Regarding Yemen, 

Saudi Arabia reaffirmed its support for a political solution to the crisis. 

• Iran Nuclear Concerns: The US Secretary of State stated that Iran is weeks 

away from building a nuclear bomb if it stays on its current path. 

• Turkey Rapprochement?: Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE are engaged 

in outreach to remove trade barriers and de-escalate tensions. 

• IMF Committee Chairmanship: Saudi Arabia has been selected to chair the 

IMF’s Committee on Administrative Matters (CAM). 
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• Yemen: Houthi forces continue to target Saudi Arabia with drones and 

missiles. 

  

GCC  

• Nationalization of Workforces: The nationalization of jobs in Gulf countries 

has gained significant momentum under the Covid period.  

• UAE: 

o New Precautionary Measures: Abu Dhabi has placed significant 

restrictions on tourism, commercial, and economic activities, reducing 

the operational capacity of shopping malls, taxis, stores, hotels, and 

beaches, and curtailing certain social events. Dubai has 

implemented similar measures. 

o New Quarantine Restrictions: Abu Dhabi has reduced the number 

of ‘green listed’ countries that do not require quarantines on arrival. 

Some of the countries removed from the ‘green list’ include Bahrain, 

Oman, Qatar, and Thailand. 

o Mars Lander: The first Arab space mission, the UAE's "Hope" probe, 

is expected to reach Mars' orbit on Tuesday. 

o Aluminum Tariffs Maintained: The Biden Administration will 

maintain a tariff of 10% on aluminum imports from the UAE, reversing 

Trump’s move to end the levies on his last day as president. 
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• Qatar:  

o UBS Hub: UBS Group AG is setting up a second Middle Eastern hub 

in Qatar that will eventually add investment banking and asset-

management services. 

• Kuwait:  

o Tapping Wealth Funds: Kuwait’s government has transferred the last 

of its performing assets to the country’s sovereign wealth fund in 

exchange for cash to plug its budget deficit. The country’s political 

dispute and shortage of cash prompted Fitch Ratings to cut its outlook 

to negative. 

o New Precautionary Measures: A rise in Covid cases has prompted 

Kuwait to consider implementing a partial curfew, bar non-citizens 

from entering the country for two weeks, close indoor sports facilities 

and salons, impose mandatory one-week quarantines on returning 

citizens, and implement various measures for restaurants and other 

facilities.  

• Bahrain: 

o New Precautionary Measures: Bahrain will introduce stricter 

measures that will last until at least February 21 including gyms and 

indoor sports facilities and banning social gatherings of over 30 

people. 

• Oman: 

o BP Divestment: BP is selling 20% of its 60% stake in a gas block in 

Oman to Thailand’s national oil company for $2.6 billion as part of its 
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plan to receive $25 billion in divestment proceeds by 2025. 

  

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 

• US Embassy in Saudi Arabia 

• US State Department Travel Information 
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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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