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audi Arabia initiated its Vi-
sion 2030 reform plan with 
the kingdom’s cabinet ap-
proving plans designed 
to diversify the economy, 

wean the country off its depend-
ency on oil and create employment 
opportunities for the Saudi popu-
lace.

The National Transformation 
Plan (NTP), the brainchild of Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz and a part 
of the Vision 2030 road map, was 
endorsed on June 6th by the Saudi 
cabinet, setting in motion the most 
ambitious economic reform drive 
in the country’s history.

An aspect of the plan aims to curb 
government spending. Salaries of 
government workers during the 
next five years are expected to drop 
from 45% of government spending 
to 40%. Subsidies for water and 
electricity are to be cut $53 billion.

Spending cuts will help fund the 
$72 billion reform plan, according 
to Saudi Finance Minister Ibrahim 
al-Assaf. “Part of it will be made 
available from cancelled projects 
or projects that were downsized 

and part of it will be made available 
from revenues that will rise — oil 
and non-oil revenues,” he said.

Saudi economist Talat Hafez said 
the Vision 2030 plan would gener-
ate more than 450,000 jobs in the 
non-governmental sectors by 2020 
through governmental collabora-
tion with the private sector. Riyadh 
intends on providing about “40% 
of government spending on initia-
tives and increasing the private sec-
tor’s contribution to gross domestic 
product to 65%”, he said.

According to government figures, 
about 70% of the Saudi population 
is employed in the public sector, 
with government spending in 2015 
on salaries and allowances estimat-
ed at $120 billion.

Approximately 55% of the king-
dom’s population is under 25, mak-
ing job creation of the utmost im-
portance, especially considering 
that the 2011 “Arab spring” protests 
were mostly due to lack of job op-
portunities. According to the Saudi 
government figures, unemploy-
ment is 11.7%. The government 
aims to bring that figure down to 
7% by 2030.

Minister of State Mohammed Al 
al-Sheikh, who is tipped to be the 
next Finance minister, said the 
government would not introduce 
an income tax in its reform agenda, 
something that has been speculat-

ed about.
However, a proposal to tax expa-

triates in the kingdom, who make 
up 30% of the population of about 
30 million, is an option. According 
to Finance Minister Ibrahim al-As-
saf, the proposal to tax expatriates 
was recommended in Vision 2030 
and will be studied.

“It is, in reality, an old proposal 
and it was presented in the past but 
it is one of the initiatives that will 

be raised by the Finance Ministry,” 
he added.

Analysts do not predict that 
would become a reality anytime 
soon as it could handicap the king-
dom in attracting skilled workers 
and professionals during the eco-
nomic downturn.

“I don’t believe it’s wise to intro-
duce such a thing at a time when 
the kingdom is trying hard to at-
tract direct foreign investments, 

and not having income taxes was 
one of the most attractive prospects 
here,” said Mohammed Alsuwayed, 
the Riyadh-based head of capital 
and money markets at Adeem Capi-
tal.

In May, the International Mon-
etary Fund praised the kingdom’s 
economic reform plan, describing 
it as “an appropriately bold and 
far-reaching transformation of the 
Saudi Arabian economy”.
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ajor developments 
in diplomatic efforts 
to end the 15-month 
war in Yemen are tak-
ing shape, as nego-

tiations and closed-door meetings 
have established conditions for 
a possible national unity govern-
ment.

Houthi spokesman Mohammed 
Abdulsalam, after meeting with 
Saudi officials in Riyadh, left for 
Yemen to brief Houthi leader Ab-
dulmalik al-Houthi and other high-
ranking members of the movement 
on terms of a tentative agreement, 
Yemeni sources said.

The initial terms of the agree-
ment are predicated on a Houthi 
pledge to secure the border with 
Saudi Arabia to ensure safety and 
guarantee no further transgres-
sions, as happened during previous 
peace talks and ceasefires.

Abdulsalam is seeking to obtain 
the Houthi leadership’s approval 
regarding a transitional govern-
ment before returning to Kuwait to 
continue the negotiation process, 
sources said.

As far as the Saudi side is con-
cerned, the invitation to the Houthi 
spokesmen is based on its insist-
ence that a border agreement is fi-
nalised, as officials in the kingdom 

say a political solution cannot be 
reached while its border is being 
shelled by Houthi forces, source 
stressed.

The London based pan-Arab 
newspaper Asharq Al-Awsat, which 
is closely associated with the Saudi 
government, reported that Riyadh 
has drafted an all-inclusive peace 
agreement that has been endorsed 
by warring factions at peace talks in 
Kuwait. It is unclear if the proposal 
includes the formation of a transi-
tional government.

The Arab coalition fighting 
Houthi insurgents released 52 child 
soldiers recruited by the Houthis 
to the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen, a move 
welcomed by UN Special Envoy to 
Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

“We applaud the efforts of the 
coalition and the government of 
Yemen especially given that we are 
in the month of Ramadan,” Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said. “We hope that 
the parties will adhere to their com-
mitment to this humanitarian issue 
and proceed with the release of all 
prisoners and detainees in the near 
future.”

Saudi officials said the process of 
handing over the children was car-
ried out with the coordination with 
a number of international organisa-
tions, including the Red Cross and 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF).

“Appropriate actions have been 
taken by transferring them to shel-
ters, according to their legal age, 
and the application of preventive 
measures to protect children and 
provide them with the appropri-
ate conditions. The involvement 
of children in the bloody events 
and minefields is considered as an 

inhuman act and is contrary to all 
international norms and laws,” a 
statement from the official Saudi 
Press Agency said.

About one-third of combatants in 
Yemen’s war are children, accord-
ing to UNICEF. The Houthi rebels 
and militias fighting on behalf of 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
send children to the front lines 
of the war, which, according the 
United Nations, has left more than 
6,000 people dead since it started 
in March 2015.

The United Nations removed the 

Saudi-led Arab coalition from its 
blacklist for violating child rights, 
with UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon saying he was pressured to 
do so over threats by Saudi support-
ers that would have seen some UN 
funding cut.

Saudi Ambassador to the United 
Nations Abdallah al-Mouallimi de-
nied the kingdom pressured Ban, 
adding: “It is not in our nature to 
conduct ourselves in any such ag-
gressive style”.

The war in Yemen began after 
the Shia Houthis and their allies 

overran the capital, Sana’a, in Sep-
tember 2014 and seized most of the 
country, prompting Hadi to flee to 
Saudi Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the Unit-
ed States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight to 
restore the UN-recognised govern-
ment.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.
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Saudi Arabia’s Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz leads a meeting of the 
Council of Economic and Development Affairs, in Jeddah, on June 5th.

Approximately 55% of 
the kingdom’s 
population is under 25, 
making job creation of 
the utmost 
importance.
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Marib’s Governor Sultan al-Arada (3rdR) and officials shake hands with young Houthi fighters after 
they were released by the Arab coalition, on June 7th.Closed-door meetings 
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