IN-COUNTRY GUIDE
Saudi Arabia
Overview
Saudi Arabia’s strict Islamic Laws can be off putting to many Western expats, especially female professionals.
Saudi Arabia is however, a country rich in culture and history and its promise of tax-free working and extensive
Western compound culture is enough to entice many and offer them a fulfilling environment.
The modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was founded by King Abdulaziz Al-Saud in 1932, although its history
goes back much further, with evidence of human habitation going back over 15,000 years and the origins of
Islam to be found here.
The prophet Muhammad was born in Mecca in the 6th Century AD, before migrating to Medina and both of
these towns remain the two most important spiritual locations in the Muslim World.
Since the modern kingdom’s founding the region has seen a dramatic transformation from a sparsely populated
desert nation to one of the world’s wealthiest.
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KEY

A major advantage of doing business in this country

Geography
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the largest state in
the Arabian Peninsula, covering over 2 million square
kilometres from the Persian Gulf in the East to the
Red Sea in the West. The Kingdom shares boarders
with 7 different states, Yemen, Oman, Iraq, Jordan,
Qatar, Kuwait and the UAE.
Saudia Arabia has no rivers or lakes, its last lake,
which had been fed by underground aquifers,
running dry in the 1980s, since then the country
has been increasingly dependent on desalinated
seawater and springs. Saudi Arabian Oil technicians
and UN explorations have determined the presence
very deep aquifers in many areas, the largest of
which is estimated to contain more water than the
Persian Gulf.
The vast majority of Saudi Arabia is desert, with
less than 1% of the total surface area suitable
for cultivation.

place, however my law all adult men have the right
to petition the king directly and the king is required
to comply with Sharia (Islamic) Law.

Most opposition to the government
comes from minorities such as Shi’ite
and Sunni Muslims and from women’s
rights activists. All forms of open protest
against the monarchy are forbidden
and it is recommended all expats avoid
criticising the government publically.

Financial
GDP: USD $745 Billion
Growth Rate: 3.7%
GDP Ranking: 14
Ease of doing business ranking: 49
Tax year: 1st July - 30th June

Due to the vast areas of desert the temperature can
fluctuate from extremely high to very low. In the
summer day time temperatures often exceed 40 C,
but the heat and dissipate rapidly once the sun goes
down and evenings can be surprisingly chilly.

Taxation: There is no personal income
tax in Saudi Arabia, making it a popular
destination for expat workers

o

Rain is a rare occurrence at any time of
the year, but sandstorms can be an issue,
particularly in spring.

Political
Saudi Arabia’s system of government is an absolute
monarchy, currently headed by King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud (since 2015), and as such there
is very little political process within the Kingdom. No
political parties are permitted and no elections take
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Potential hazard / difficulty

Loaf of bread

3 SAR,
USD $0.59

1 litre of Milk

4.50 SAR

Glass of beer
in a pub (0.5l)

2.63 SAR,
USD $0.7

Rent per month for
1 bed in the city

1,410 SAR,
USD $377

Check www.xe.com for current exchange rates.
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Oil is at the heart of Saudi Arabia’s economy,
with the country possessing approximately 16%
of the world’s oil reserves and being the world’s
largest exporter of the substance. Oil accounts
for 80% of all the countries revenue, 45% of
GDP and 90% of export earnings, however, in
an effort to move away from their reliance on oil
reserves, Saudi Arabia has begun to focus more on
alternative industries, such as telecommunications
and natural gas.

of their father/guardian.
The immigration compliance structure must be
followed, and an exit visa must be properly filed
or when leaving the Kingdom, as advised by your
Procorre Relationship Manager, any deviation from
Saudi Arabia’s immigration policies can result in
them cancelling your visa.
Non-Muslims are not allowed to apply for/hold
Saudi Arabian citizenship.

Immigration

Terrorism is a concern, particularly for
expats and you should remain cautious
in concentrated public places.

Typically expat consultants will need to acquire a
work visit visa, of either 3 or 6 months, which allows
individual stays of up to 30 days (at which point an
exist and re-entry will have to be made).
A more long term work and residency visa (Iqama)
is valid on a yearly, renewable basis, Procorre
consultants enter on a 6 month work visit visa, whilst
our in-country partner takes care of the Iqama.

Transport
International Airports

It is not possible to upgrade from a 3 month
work visit visa to a yearly Iqama. The issuing of
Iqama are subject to strict quota regulations, as
well eligibility checks on nationality, qualifications
and job titles. These should not be of concern to
Procorre consultants.

Riyadh
King Khalid
International Airport (RUH)

Dammam
King Fahd
International Airport (DMM)

Saudi Arabia does not recognise dual nationality,
they will consider you only a national of the country
whose passport you use to enter the country. If
you hold dual nationality consider which state
will offer more assistance if needed and use the
passport accordingly.

Jeddah
King Abdul Aziz
International Airport (JED)

Medina
Prince Mohammad Abdulaziz

Expatriates can face issues if their passports show
evidence of travel to Israel, should your passport
have an Israeli stamp in it, it’s advisable to apply for
a new passport before applying for your Saudi visa.
Women consultants considering taking a position in
Saudi Arabia should be aware that married women
require their husband’s permission to leave the
country, whereas unmarried women the permission
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International Airport (YNB)

Saudi Arabia’s bus network is extensive, but rarely
used by foreigners, although expat compounds will
often have shuttles running between them and key
areas of business.
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The most common way for expats to get about is
car. Men are able to drive using their home country’s
licence for up to 3 months after entry, however after
this time a Saudi license must be obtained.

Key issues to be aware of:
• Committing homosexual acts,
adultery and apostasy (renouncing
a previously held Muslim faith) all
carry the death penalty.
• Premarital sex is illegal and all forms
of public, physical contact between
genders should be avoided.
• Drug smuggling and possession,
even small quantities, can result in
the death penalty, or a lengthy
prison sentences. There is little
distinction offered between different
types of drug.
• Serious theft can result in the thief’s
right hand being cut off.
• Smuggling alcohol into the country
and result in lashes and a heavy fine,
and intoxication often resulting in a
prison sentence of several months.
• Pornography is illegal in all forms,
including printed materials.
• Attempting to convert anyone to
any religion other than Islam
is illegal.
• Photographing government and
military buildings is illegal.

The roads are well maintained and
petrol prices are low, however traffic
can be dangerous and road accidents
are numerous.

Driving license and car ownership papers must be
with you in the car at all times, with heavy fines in
place for those without the correct paperwork.

Motor insurance is not a legal
requirement in Saudi Arabia and
accidents are frequently, due to this
many foreign workers chose to hire
private drivers or utilise taxis as their
primary source of transport.
Women are not permitted to drive at any
time, but may use licenced taxis.
Entry to Mecca and Medina is strictly
forbidden to all non-Muslims, do not
plan to visit these unless you are a
practicing Muslim.

Legal and Crime
Saudi Arabia’s judicial system is based on Sharia
law for all criminal and civil cases, with accused
defendants considered innocent until proven guilty.
Recommended that any expat familiarises themself
with the differences between the laws of their home
country and Saudi Arabia before travelling.
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Due to the strict punishments meted out to law
breakers, crime rates in Saudi Arabia are low. Pick
pocketing particularly in crowded areas is the main
source of crime.

Accommodation
A population explosion in recent years has left
a housing shortage in many Saudi cities, and a
consultant of western origin may struggle to be
accepted as a tenant by many local landlords.
In the vast majority of cases expatriate workers
chose to live in designated expat compounds, within
which dress codes are relaxed and men and women
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can interact freely. These compounds resemble
walled suburbs, are very separate from the rest of
the population, and feature numerous amenities,
such as pools, tennis courts, gyms, libraries and
makeshift cinemas.

Life within these compounds is highly
social, with lots of events and fast
friendships made.
These compounds come with a high level
of security, usually surrounded by barbed
wire and with armed gun placements
at entrances.
You can expect to pay a high premium
for such accommodation, with rent
usually expected for a year upfront
and waiting lists can be long. Many
employers can offer assistance in
sourcing accommodation, but this is not
guaranteed, ensure you discuss this early
in contract negotiations if you wish to
live in one of them.

Electricity
127v, 220v – neither voltage or socket type is
standardised across the country, so care must be
taken when using imported electronics.

Education
Expatriate children are essentially not permitted
to enrol in Saudi Arabian public schools, therefore
private international schools are the only choice for
expats wishing to relocate their families with them.
International schools are generally not selective,
although embassy sponsored schools will give
preference to children from their home country.
School fees can be high, with prices in the region
of 40-81,000 SAR (USD $11-14,000) per annum
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for tuition. Demand however is even higher, so
it’s important to make a decision and start the
application process as soon as possible.

Health
The standard of medical care in Saudi Arabia is
on par with most western hospitals, however due
to the high standards, care can carry a heavy price
tag. It is compulsory (and highly recommended) for
expatriates to have private health insurance.

For those not already covered Procorre
are able to offer access to extremely
comprehensive, international health
insurance, so this should not be a
concern for our consultants.

Business Etiquette
Doing business in Saudi Arabia is a very personal
affair, with many businesses being family run and
most meetings will start with lengthy discussions
about families, health etc. however do not ask a
Saudi man about his wife.
If you deal with a government minister, you should
address them as “Excellency” and if a member of
the extended royal family (who are very active in
many of Saudi’s businesses) the correct form is
“Your Highness” (unless dealing with the King and
his immediate family in which case “Your Royal
Highness” should be used).
You’ll most likely be called Mr your first name,
for instance Mr John, or Mr Mohammed, not by
your surname.
Meetings are often cancelled at short notice, held in
public initially when they do occur and are subject to
frequent interruptions. When such interruptions do
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occur it is polite to acknowledge the new topic of
conversation and only bring the meeting back to the
original topic once the new arrival leaves.
If you are invited out for dinner after a meeting your
host will pay, do not offer to pay as this will offend.
If you suggest the meal then you are expected
to pay.

Meetings should be arranged as far in
advance as possible and morning meetings
are typically preferred.
•
		

Wear a formal suit for meetings, no matter
what the weather, you will be judged on

should accept it whenever offered, including offers
of food and drink.
When meeting a stranger or acquaintance it’s
appropriate to use the term “peace be upon you”
which phonetically in Arabic is “As-salamu alaykum”
the response to this is “And upon you peace” – “ws
alaykum salaam”
The form address for “sir” is “Sayeed” and for a
women “Sayeeda”.
Typically Saudi’s tend to care much less about
personal space than westerners (when speaking to
those of the same gender) and can come very close
during conversations.

		your appearance.
•
		

Saudis love children and if you have your
child with you this will open many doors.

Be conscious of prayer times and do not attempt
to schedule a meeting, which conflicts

		(you can check these here)
•

Make sure to shake hands with your right

		hand only
•
		
•
		

Dos and Don’ts

Should a women be present do not attempt
to shake her hand or touch her in anyway
Remember your manners – these are extremely
important in Saudi business

•
•
		
•
		

Lifestyle

•
		
•

Culture and Customs
Saudi Arabia is the world’s most strictly Islamic state
and Islamic Sharia Law governs most aspects of
society and law. There are no non-Muslim places of
worship and you will not be allowed to publically
practice an alternative religion, this includes the
wearing of a cross or carrying a bible.
All expats must be sensitive to local sensibilities
and culture, and obey Saudi customs. This means
dressing and acting appropriately in public, at
all times.

		
•
		
•
		
•

Do not attempt to bring alcohol into the country
Do not attempt to enter the “family” sections
of restaurants/shops etc. if a single man alone
When eating or drinking avoid using your left hand,
as this is associated with toilet use.
Dress appropriately – the abaya for women, no shorts
or being topless in public for men .
Do not show anyone the sole of your foot, this is
considered an insults
Do not be affectionate in public, all public displays of
affection between couples are forbidden
Staring at strangers is very rude, as is making eye
contact on the street
Do not comment too directly on a host’s individual

		

possession, as tradition dictates they give it to you

		

and that you’ll reciprocate with a better gift!

•
•
		

Do not eat, drink or smoke in public during Ramadan
Do take a small gift, such as sweets, if invited to
a Saudi home

Hospitality is extremely important to Saudis, and you
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Dos and Don’ts continued...
•

Do learn some basic greetings in Arabic

•

Do not take photographs of people without

		

their express permission

•
		
•
•
		
•
		

Pets
Pets are not generally accepted in Saudi Arabia, with
dogs particularly being seen as unclean. If you wish
to move your dog with you, you’ll have to check
they are not one of Saudi’s banned breads, which
includes bull dogs, great danes and rottweilers. You
will have to classify your dog as a “working dog”
such as a guard dog, whatever the bred and ensure
they are probably vaccinated before attempting to
transport them.
In the capital in particular you may struggle to find
places to walk your dog, without causing fear or
falling foul of the police.

Food and Drink
Saudi Arabia cuisine is mostly similar to that mostly
found in the rest of the Gulf States. Traditional spices
found in the cuisine include cinnamon and turmeric.

The traditional foods one is likely
to find are:
•

Khuzi – a whole roast lamb on a bed of rice and nuts.

•

Kabsa – a spiced meat and fish stew

•
		

Harisah – slow cooked porridge meal with meat

•

Foul medames – fava beans mashed with olive oil, 		

•

usually served in a wrap or as a side dish with tahini.

Biryani – spiced rice dish with lamb or chicken.
Moutabel – a smoky dip, similar to hummus, but
made from aubergines with garlic and tahini.

Mathbi – grilled chicken or lamb with spices, grilled
on stones placed on top of a low fire.

In the capital in particular you may struggle to find
places to walk your dog, without causing fear or
falling foul of the police.

Things to do
Within an expat compound you’ll usually find
pools, gyms and social activities arranged by those
living within.
Outside of these there are no nightclubs, bars
or cinemas within Saudi Arabia, shopping and
sport dominate Saudi leisure activities. The most
popular sport in Saudi Arabia is football/soccer, with
gymnastics, swimming, basketball and horseracing
are all popular. There are huge sport complexes
called “sport cities”, which hold sporting events
throughout the year.
Shopping is extremely popular in Saudi Arabia, with
a large number of shopping malls, which open long
hours. Some shops operate a “families only” policy,
so single men will not be admitted, likewise some
malls have designated times when single men can
and cannot attend.

Kibbeh – minced lamb meatballs made with bulgur
wheat and spices.

•
		

Falafel – deep fried balls, made of spiced chickpeas,

The National Museum in Riyadh is a great museum
and perfect way to find out more about the history
and culture of Saudi Arabia.

parsley, onion, garlic and lemon juice.

Shawarmas – chicken or lamb cooked on a skewer,

		

lightly spiced and then cut into strips, typically served

		

in flatbread with salad and tahini.
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The nearby Masmak
impressive site.
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Public Holidays
2015
Eid al-Fitir – end of the holy month of
Ramadan, 10 days for the public sector,
from 3-7 for the private.
Eid al-Adha – the tenth of Dhu al-Hijah,
10 days for public and 3-7 for the private
sector depending on contract
Saudi National Day – September 23rd,
the day of unification.

Gender Issues
Segregation of the sexes is extremely important
in Saudi Arabia and effects not only how women,
but how men (particularly lone men) must
conduct themselves. .
Single men can find themselves excluded from
various places, with some shopping malls prohibiting
single men from entering after 10pm and various
shops specifying families only.
In many restaurants will have segregated areas
for families and single men, including in queues.
Airports will also have separate sections for
lone men.

tight clothing. Long, loose clothing must be worn,
of which a abaya clock is the most common and
recommended in public, and all women must carry
a head scarf with them at all times, as they may be
asked to cover their hair by the country’s Religious
Police, the Hai’a if seen. A Hijab, which only covers
the hair is acceptable, with no need for expats to
wear the Niqab or Burka.
It is advisable for women to wear a wedding ring,
even if unmarried as this will limited any harassment.
Getting around can be difficult for female expats, as
they are not permitted to drive or to take the public
city buses. Women should not ride in alone in a
car with a man who is not a relative, unless it is a
licenced taxi driver. Taxis must be booked in advance
(not hailed on the street) and women must sit in
the back.

Interesting Facts
•

Saudi Arabia is the largest country
in the world without a river

•

In 2018 Saudi Arabia will become
home to the world’s tallest building,
when the Kingdom Tower, standing at
1km high is completed.

•

Saudi Arabia is home to the largest
sand desert on Earth, covering over
250,000 sq miles and known as “Rub’
al Khali” – the Empty Quarter

Women in Saudi must always dress modestly, this not
only includes covering their body, but not wearing
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Foreign Embassies
American Embassy,
Riyadh:
Cir 8, As Safarat,
Riyadh 12523,
Saudi Arabia

British Embassy,
Riyadh:
Ibn Uday, As Safarat,
Riyadh 11693,
Saudi Arabia

French Embassy,
Riyadh:
Quartier diplomatique,
P.O. Box 94367,
Riyadh, 11693,
Saudi Arabia

Swiss Embassy,
Riyadh:
Al Idrisi, Safarat,
Riyadh 11693,
Saudi Arabia

Tel: (+966) 11 488 3800
Email:

Tel: (+966) 11 481 9100
Email:

Tel: (+966) 11 43 44 100
Email:

Tel: (+966) 11 488 12 91
Email:

USEmbRiyadhWebsite@state.gov.uk

consular.riyadh@fco.gov.uk

admin-francaius.riyadh-amba@
diplomatique.gouv.fr.

rya.vertretung@eda.admin.ch
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