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T
his publication was compiled over the 
course of several months of interviews 
in Saudi Arabia after the COVID-19 out-

break. The pace of internal reform in the Kingdom 
has been significant over the past three-five years, 
and in many cases the old, low-tech, and sclerotic 
public service that had so long been a feature of 
Saudi Arabia was vastly changed when the pan-
demic arrived in Riyadh. Nonetheless, this virus 
has challenged the modernizing bureaucracy in 
the desert at a magnitude that no other event, be 
it war or reform, has even come close to doing.

The Business Year has access to the machinery 
of governance in the Kingdom. We saw that our 
traditional annual reports were published on too 
wide a timeframe to cover something as fast-mov-
ing as COVID-19. We conceived this, a special, 
digital-only report, to interrupt our typical cycle 
of interviews and provide specific and timely in-
sight on what is happening on the ground, and 
how leaders were confronting the challenge. 

Every interview in this publication was con-
ducted remotely, a first for The Business Year. 
Each also covers a tight timeframe and is limited 
to the COVID-19 response of each organization. 
This focus is another first for our publication. Of-
ten, as we interviewed and compiled this report, it 
felt as if everything had changed, not only for our 
interviewees but for us.

What we have attempted to document here 
is not the many negative impacts of COVID-19; 
we have tried instead to peer into the future 
and to understand the shift that is currently 
underway, because it is a momentous. Again 
and again, our interviewees have told us one 
important realization: things will never be the 
same again.

We chose to divide sections of this report 
differently than in past publications. The first 
chapter covers the government and its re-
sponse to the crisis. We felt it was important 
to treat the Kingdom’s government as a single 
topic because it has been transformed by the 
crisis. We then move on to a chapter that covers 
how digital services of varying types have dom-
inated the crisis, providing solutions in the new 
normal of distancing. Education has dealt with 
sincere challenges, and this sector is one that 
will see some of the most profound changes 
in the coming months and years. We then de-
vote chapters to finance and food, logistics, and 
health, as all of these areas have been crucial to 
the Kingdom’s response to the virus.

This experimental format has given The 
Business Year’s team focus and allowed us to 
take a deep dive into the internal workings of 
a crisis in the Middle East’s most important 
economy. We hope you enjoy it. ✖
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SAUDI ARABIA’S response to COVID-19 began early, before there 
was a single recorded case. In late February, access to the two Holy 
Cities of Mecca and Medina was barred. This occurred before the 
WHO had designated COVID-19 as a pandemic. Later, the King-
dom pledged medical care to everyone within its borders, includ-
ing those in the country illegally, and coordinated a government 
response across all ministries, with a direct decision-making line 
to the top of government.

Saudi officials went further in their lockdowns than other na-
tions, banning all international flights and issuing strict curfews 
that saw the entire country restricted to their homes with few ex-
ceptions. Despite the restrictiveness of these measures, they were 
effective. When combined with significant increases in hospital 
capacity and testing, they resulted in a mortality rate significantly 
lower than the global average, according to official figures.

Relative to peers and even some Western countries, Saudi Ara-
bia’s response was well organized and comprehensive. Saudi 
Arabia dealt with the MERS-COV in 2014, a challenge with which 
it struggled. Nonetheless, the experience seems to have given 
the state apparatus a dry run for something much more serious: 
COVID-19.

POLICY
Where previous experience could not prepare the Kingdom was the 
economic impact of the virus. Not only did lockdowns ravage the 
domestic economy, but the international response suppressed de-
mand for hydrocarbons to such an extent that prices in spot markets 
briefly went negative. The government also instituted a number of 
policies intended to relieve citizens and business.

It postponed the filing of tax returns, payment of excise taxes, 
and late penalties, while also paying 60% of the salaries of laid-off 
private sector employees for three months. It waived all expat fees, 
a significant cost center for many businesses in the Kingdom, and 
spent to help businesses hire and train nationals. It also debuted a 
SAR50-billion stimulus package, much of which went to banks in 
order to allow delayed payments and debt relief for SMEs, as well as 
concessional loans.

All of these changes came with a big caveat though: the govern-
ment tripled the recently introduced VAT tax to 15%. This represents 
the delicate position of public finances in Saudi Arabia going for-
ward. The Kingdom’s reform plan, Vision 2030, meant to prepare it 
for a future in which oil would no longer be worth what it has been, 
may have just received an unexpected boost. ✖

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Kingdom’s reaction to the crisis  in f iscal ,  monetary,  and policy terms
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I N T E R V I E W

Bandar bin Ibrahim Alkhorayef 
M I N I S T E R  O F  I N D U S T R Y  A N D  M I N E R A L  R E S O U R C E S ,
S A U D I  A R A B I A

The COVID-19 crisis has tested leadership 
structures all over the world. How did Saudi 
Arabia form a response in the early days of the 
crisis?
I was appointed less than one year, and I 
have come to see this as an opportunity 
not only to learn but also to act on things 
we likely would have difficulties con-
vincing society and government to move 
ahead with. The industrial sector in Saudi 
Arabia is so important that the govern-
ment created this new ministry to support 
it, along with mining. The resilience we 
have just witnessed is a demonstration of 
how the country is prepared. Saudi Arabia 
stood out as one of the best prepared in 
terms of citizens having access to essen-
tials such as food, medicine, and daily 
supplies. The disruption to the overall 
supply chain system worldwide is also 
reordering how countries go about their 
old way of doing things. We will definitely 
have new rules in the future, so the bold 
decision by the government to let this cri-
sis be led by health and safety shows how 
the country is serious about the wellbeing 
its people.

Are there trends in digitalization in response 
to COVID-19 that will likely continue beyond 
the crisis?
We have become much more efficient be-
cause of digitalization. We had the tools 
available in the past, but never had the 
urge or need to push that last mile to use it 
and be comfortable with it. Today, when 
we look at our industrial sector and how 
to build an ecosystem such as our indus-
trial cities, it proves we were on the right 
track. The Minister of Communication 
was talking about the infrastructure that it 
has built in the last three years, and if that 
had not been done, we would be in a dif-
ferent situation today. This has been a test 
of our vision’s direction.

Which of your efforts to stimulate the econo-
my during this time have been most important, 
and how have you coordinated with SAMA and 
other agencies?
As a government official, the most im-
portant thing is how we were able to co-
ordinate all the efforts. There were many 
committees created that filtered or con-
solidated in higher committees. There 
was one specifically for the economy that 
I was a part of, and it had all the minis-
ters who oversaw areas on the economic 
side. The beauty is the ability to bring all 
these heads together and make them look 
at one thing. That is how we reduced the 
negative consequences on the economy 
and ensured that the essentials the avail-
able. The affected sectors received assis-
tance. We realized from the beginning 
the biggest impact would be on cashflow, 
so we addressed everything in this man-
ner from the start. At the level of industry 
and mining, we started by rescheduling 
and delaying payments for all loans for all 
SMEs in 2020. This was granted without 
any discussion, so they did not even need 
to apply. All medium-sized companies in 
essential sectors such as food, drugs, and 
supply chain also received this automat-
ically. The remaining medium and large 
companies had to apply, as we needed 
to assess their individual issues. We also 
monitored if these initiatives were actually 
being utilized effectively, as we designed 
different initiatives of different types. We 
asked all entities with an oversight of the 
economic sector how they could help. 
In my area, we had MODON, the Royal 
Commission, Exxon Bank, and SIDF, who 
we put together to come up with ideas 
on how we could help. We reduced some 
fees, some were waived, projects were 
given extension times, and licenses were 
extended. Currently, we are monitoring 
how these packages actually helped the 

BIO 

Bandar bin Ibrahim Alkhorayef was 
appointed to head the newly established 
Ministry of Industry and Mineral 
Resources in 2019. He has over 27 years 
of experience in leadership positions 
in the industrial, commercial, and 
investment fields. He holds a BSc in 
agricultural economics from King Saud 
University and has attended numerous 
training courses, workshop, and 
seminars globally focusing on leadership, 
management, and commercial faculties. 
He been involved in the family business 
since 1993, starting his journey with 
Alkhorayef Printing Solutions. He 
previously served as CEO of Alkhorayef 
Sons and in various capacities as board 
member of companies within and outside 
the Alkhorayef Group. He has been a 
board member of ARASCO since 2009 
and managing director since 2018.

significant step
FORWARD

Saudi Arabia’s priorities have 
shifted as a result of COVID-19, 
and the Minister of Industry 
and Mineral Resources sees a 
great opportunity to build up the 
country’s resilience and produce 
more things locally.
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“The bold decision by 
the government to let 
this crisis be led by 
health and safety shows 
how the country is 
serious about the well-
being of its people.”

different sectors, what more we can do, 
and how we can improve. The numbers 
for the month of June are extremely pos-
itive; we had 118 new industrial licenses 
issued in June and around 2,000 new em-
ployees come into the system, so things 
are picking up slowly. Overall, many of 
the systems we have put in place under 
pressure will endure.

What allowed you to pass the mining regula-
tion, which has been delayed for many years, 
so early in your tenure, and what will the 
short-term outcome be?
This is definitely an exciting sector. The 
decision to join mining with industry 
gives a clear idea of how the government 
intends to develop the mining sector. 
Mining is a sector with a large amount of 
raw material but the intention is to create 
a value chain through the industrial sec-
tor. The law intends to improve the clarity 
and transparency of how we do things in 
this country, and FDI will be an import-
ant part of growing this industry. We were 
also able to clarify how we deal with water 
resources because a great deal of mining 
projects will require water resources. Fi-
nally, as this sector is capital intensive in 
the long term, we need to ensure there 
are the tools to ensure different players 
are able to access financing. Saudi Arabia 
has many different resources in this sec-
tor that are untapped, so there is a great 
opportunity and more to come up with 
aggressive plans to push this through and 
communicate with international players.

How will you balance the opportunities for 
Ma’aden and international players?
Ma’aden is a player in this sector like 
anyone else. One thing that is clear in all 
investment is that international FDI is 
100% treated like local. We will not give 
any nationality or country an advantage, 

as we are looking for investors with the 
ability to explore the opportunity. If any-
thing, we will favor international players 
because of the element of expertise and 
knowledge they bring. We are serious 
about attracting investors at the national 
level.

What are your priorities for 2021 and 2022, and 
what have you learned from managing the min-
istry and country through this crisis?
Winston Churchill said to never waste a 
crisis, and I definitely intend not to waste 
this crisis. My priorities have shifted with 
this crisis in a positive way. Internation-
al trade will change, and we need to un-
derstand how this will affect us. This has 
forced us to build up our own resilience 
and ability to produce essentials here. 
In addition, in the past we looked at the 
industrial sector as a rigid sector that is 
capital intensive with no room for small 
players. This is changing now, on not only 
the service and supply sides but also the 
technology side. This is a great opportu-
nity, and we will help entrepreneurs take 
advantage of the sector. As part of our 
program, we have created an opportunity 
for mask manufacturing players to triple 
their capacities, and we will provide them 
with a loan and an offtake agreement to 
guarantee their investment. We are set to 
produce 10 million masks a day up from 
600,000, which signals how strong we are 
as a country and how good a foundation 
we have. The government is excited about 
utilizing this difficult time to push the 
pipeline of projects and ensure there is no 
obstacle from its end. We want our newly 
established Exim Bank to help people fac-
ing difficulties due to the business slow-
down to have access to international mar-
kets, for example. The number of changes 
happening will definitely keep us on our 
toes for at least the next 12 months. ✖



 

 
 

Or contact us at:
info@thebusinessyear.com

 

To continue reading, purchase the
full version via this app or go to 
thebusinessyear.com/shop

to order a printed copy.

You’ve reached 
the end of the free 

preview.


	SAM20_00_COVER1
	SAM20_00_TOC
	SAM20_01_GOVERNMENT
	SAM20_02_DIGITAL DOMINANCE
	SAM20_03_EDUCATION THE BIG SHIFT
	SAM20_04_FINANCE
	SAM20_05_FOOD LOGISTICS HEALTH
	SAM20_00_COVER2



