
 

Introduction 

Iranian Threat: GCC Stands Tall. 

In recognition of a continuing Iranian threat, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) has 

asked the United Nations to extend its Iranian arms embargo beyond its October 18 

expiry, citing aggressive intent towards neighbours. 

GCC unity has been disrupted since mid-2017 by the severance by Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE, Bahrain and Egypt of political, trade and transport relations with Qatar, over 

alleged support for terrorism and pro-Iranian and pro-Muslim Brotherhood policies.  

The GCC was formed in 1982 in an effort to contain a revolutionary Iran, and 

reassertion of its legacy role bodes well for containing Iranian hegemonic ambitions. 

  

Gigaprojects: Pedal to the Metal. 

Despite widespread speculation of deficit driven delays in such gigaprojects as 

NEOM, Red Sea, Amaala, Qiddiya, and Diriya, we continue to be impressed with the 

urgency demonstrated in pressing forward with these and an ever-expanding array of 

other visionary concepts. 



While projects financed through the Ministry of Finance have in some cases faced 

budgetary constraints, these are financed by the Public Investment Fund, which has 

for the most part avoided serious cutbacks. 

Just as the Kingdom for decades lagged the world in modernization, a younger and 

more dynamic leadership is demonstrating commitment to leapfrog into new 

generation communications, information, mobility, social networking, leisure, 

entertainment and other infrastructure and amenities, focussing on health, wellbeing, 

happiness, manpower mobilization and economic and social dynamism.  

While remaining culturally, politically and socially distinctive in many ways, there is 

much to astound in the Kingdom’s rapid adoption of so much that is good of global 

technology and culture, as we suspect will become increasingly apparent as its 

gigaprojects graduate from blueprint to reality. 

  

Fiscal Shortfalls: Misplaced Fingers in the Dike. 

The suddenness and unpredictability of the recent fall in oil prices and revenues has 

prompted creative and sometimes improvised solutions for resulting fiscal deficits.  

Saudi government revenues fell 49% year-on-year in Q2 to SR134 billion, 45% 

(SR96 billion) from oil and 55% from non-oil revenues, leaving a projected SR362 

annual deficit (13.5% of GDP) in funding SR1.02 trillion in projected expenditures. 

The government has already this year raised its debt ceiling from 30% to 50% of 

GDP, borrowing more than $20 billion on local and international markets. 

One of the less well-considered strategies implemented by some in the region has 

been to shift the deficit burden to offshore suppliers, generating some $677 million in 

claims by U.S. hospitals against the Kuwaiti government, in efforts to address its own 
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fiscal shortfall albeit at the potentially ruinous expense of its foreign partners 

and global reputation. 

  

COVID-19 Status, Restrictions, and Enforcement 

• Status: Saudi Arabia reports as of August 10, 2020: 

o 1,257 new cases daily, led by Riyadh, Jeddah, and Makkah; 

o 289,947 cumulative cases, 33,270 active;  

o 1,439 recoveries daily, 253,478 cumulative;  

o 32 deaths daily, 3,200 cumulative;  

o 59,329 daily tests, 3,872,600 cumulative. 

• Decline: The number of critical covid cases has dropped 12% over recent 

weeks. 

• Vaccine: Saudi Arabia is cooperating with a Chinese company to develop 

and test a vaccine, with Phase 3 testing this month. 

• Health Guidelines: Ministry of Health explains health guidelines. 

  

Government Aid 

• No recent developments. 
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Corporate / Employment 

• Return to Work: Government employees have returned to work following the 

16-day Eid Al-Adha holiday, subject to health precautions.  

• GAZT Quality Control: The General Authority of Zakat and Tax (GAZT), 

Saudi Arabia’s tax department, has obtained two internationally-recognized 

ISO certificates for implementing high-quality and effective systems.  

  

Legal 

• Human Trafficking: Saudi Arabia’s Public Prosecutor announced SR1 

million in fines for forced labor in a campaign to combat human trafficking.  

• VAT Pricetag Rules: Price tags displayed on products must include the 

value-added tax (VAT) rate amount. 

  

Visas, Travel, and Repatriation 

• Land Border Reopening: Saudi Arabia has reopened its land borders with 

Kuwait, Bahrain, and the UAE following four months of closure, albeit limited 

to. Only Saudi citizens and commercial trucks may currently cross. 

  

Economy  

• VAT Impact: The US-Saudi Arabian Business Council has released a survey 

analyzing the economic impact of the 15% VAT, expected to impact Foreign 

Direct Investment negatively at least in the short term. 
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• Finance and Sovereign Wealth: 

o Tabadul Purchase: Saudi government-owned security company Elm 

will acquire digital information services company Tabadul from the 

Public Investment Fund (PIF). 

• Defense:  

o Belgian Arms Exports Suspended: A Belgian court has banned 

arms exports to Saudi Arabia in protest over the Yemen conflict. 

• Projects: 

o Sama Abha Project: An SR12 billion initiative dubbed the “Abha 

Project” is being considered to foster tourism to Asir Province.  

o Red Sea Architectural Design Competition: Design of Red Sea 

Project buildings has been opened to competition by students. 

• Tourism and Entertainment: 

o Riyadh Travel Fair: The Riyadh Travel Fair, Saudi Arabia’s largest 

tourism and travel exposition, has been postponed to March 15-18, 

2021. 

• Education: 

o Back to School: Schools are preparing to reopen safely on August 

30. 
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• Healthcare: 

o Digital Health Conference: The Saudi Ministry of National Guard 

Health Affairs plans to host the Riyadh Global Digital Health Summit 

August 11-12 as part of the Kingdom’s G-20 presidency. 

• Technology: 

o Startup Ecosystem: The US-Saudi Business Council has provided 

an overview and analysis of the Kingdom’s startup ecosystem. In the 

first half of 2020, $95 million was invested in 45 projects, up from 

2019. Growth drivers included e-commerce, online education, 

FinTech, delivery and logistics and foreign direct investment. 

• Agriculture: 

o Loans: The Saudi Agricultural Development Fund (ADF) approved 

SR337 million ($90 million) in agricultural sector loans, facilities and 

guarantees. 

• Transportation and Infrastructure: 

o Trucking: Saudi Customs has eased restrictions on goods delivered 

by truck from other GCC countries to the Kingdom. 

• Natural Resources and Mining: 

o Sector Growth: Saudi Arabia’s mining sector grew 3.1% in Q1 2020, 

as the Kingdom plans to expand mining operations to SR240 billion 

by 2030. 

• Oil and Energy: Oil prices stand on August 10 at $45.27 pbb for Saudi oil 

(Arab Light) and $41.99 pbb for West Texas Intermediate. 
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o ARAMCO: Despite a 50% drop in profits to $23.2 billion in the first 

half of 2020, Saudi ARAMCO will pay a $18.75 billion dividend for Q2 

in Q3, having in Q2 purchased a 70% stake in SABIC. 

o US Crude Exports: Saudi Arabia has slashed crude exports to the 

US to help rebalance the market. 

o Pakistan Exports: Saudi oil exports to Pakistan have ceased 

following expiry of a $3.2 billion agreement in May. 

  

Geopolitical 

• Lebanon: GCC countries including Saudi Arabia airlifted aid to Lebanon 

following the August 4 explosion in Beirut. 

• Yemen: Coalition forces intercepted a drone launched from Yemen 

on August 6. 

  

GCC  

• Tourism and Leisure: Leisure and tourism are reopening across the Middle 

East, as will be addressed in an August 12 webinar hosted by the Middle 

East and North Africa Leisure Attractions Council (MENALAC). 

• UAE: 

o Stimulus Package: The UAE has released details on a $70 billion 

stimulus package announced in March, after business conditions 

improved in July. 
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o Etihad: Etihad Airways lost $758 million in the first half of 2020, as 

revenue declined by 40% and passenger numbers by 60%. 

• Qatar:  

o Quarantine: Visitors arriving in Qatar will be subject to quarantine. 

o Residence Fees: Residents outside Qatar with expired residency 

permits are exempted from fees. 

• Kuwait:  

o Government Expatriate Employees: 50% of government expatriate 

workers, particularly in non-technical fields, will be laid off. As of 

December 2019, Kuwait had 120,000 expatriates out of a total 

population of 3 million. 

• Bahrain: 

o Coronavirus Testing: Bahrain is one of the first countries to have 

tested 50% of its population for coronavirus. 

• Oman: 

o Reopening: Oman has lifted its lockdown for all provinces except 

Dhofar, though night restrictions will last until around August 15. 

  

Other 

• Youth Population: Youth 15 - 34 make up 36% of the Saudi population, of 

which 66.2%, including 75.6% of males, remain unmarried. 
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Resources 

• Previous Newsletters 

• Ministry of Health Dashboard 

• Ministry of Health Coronavirus Guidance 

• 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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