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Saudi king steps in to resolve
foreign labourers dispute
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

K

ing Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud has issued directives to settle the cases
of thousands of stranded
migrant workers in Saudi

Arabia.
About $266.5 million will be allocated to resolve unpaid wages and
the government will provide food
and medical help to the workers, Labour Ministry officials said.
Labour and Social Development
Minister Mufrej al-Haqabani detailed policies to be put in place to
avoid similar problems, including
withholding of payments to firms
that do not provide proof of salary
allocations.
The kingdom’s national carrier,
Saudi Arabian Airlines, will provide
transportation to stranded workers,
with their employers responsible for
the airfare.

The kingdom’s Grand
Mufti Sheikh
Abdulaziz Al Sheikh,
issued a religious
decree stating that
“Businessmen have to
pay salaries on time.”
“What happened was an individual act carried by one company
that made a mistake,” Haqabani
said in reference to Saudi Oger Ltd.
Riyadh-based Saudi Oger, owned by
the family of former Lebanese prime
minister Saad Hariri, is, according to
local reports, among the companies
in serious debt.
A downturn in the kingdom’s
construction industry has been due
to the government scaling back on

contracts because of low oil prices,
resulting in cases of delayed payments and financial difficulties for
some firms.
A report in the Jeddah-based
Saudi Gazette said Saudi Oger owed
$800 million in back pay and employment severance. That figure
does not include money owned to
contractors and exporters or to be
repaid on loans from local and international banks.
In comparison to other construction firms, Saudi Oger’s situation
has been exasperated with additional administrative issues. In an interview with Bloomberg News in April,
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz who
is also chairman of the kingdom’s
Council for Economic and Development Affairs, highlighted issues
concerning Saudi Oger.
“We have paid them many instalments but they have debt in and
out of Saudi. So as soon as money is
transferred to their bank accounts,
the bank withdraws it,” Prince Mohammed said.
“Saudi Oger can’t cover their own
labour costs. That’s not our problem. That’s Saudi Oger’s. The contract between us and Saudi Oger, we
will honour it but if the bank withdraws our instalments and Saudi
Oger can’t pay a thing to its own
contractors and workers, that’s their
own problem. They can take them to
court,” he added.
Recent video footage from within
Saudi Oger’s Jeddah labour compound known as Highway Camp
77046 showed an evacuated wasteland, at least during the day. “The
entrance to the compound is heavily secured, with a significant police
presence,” Jeddah-based journalist
Asem Muntasser said.
He said a marked police car was
present because some workers,

protesting because they did not
have food or money and that they
wanted to go home, were involved
in a riot in which buses were set on
fire. Muntasser described the inside
of the compound as resembling a
scene from the Indian movie Slumdog Millionaire.
“There was garbage everywhere.
Toilets were overflowing and they
had no electricity. The only water
they had was from a tanker that was
brought from outside and from the
local mosque,” he said.

About $266.5 million
will be allocated to
resolve unpaid wages.
“The workers I spoke to had no
hope, they felt abandoned by their
employers and that nobody cared.
They were happy that they got some
food from the Indian consulate but
had to share it with workers from
the Philippines and Pakistan and
other nationalities, so it didn’t last
long. For the most part, they really
didn’t care about the money anymore and just wanted to go home.”
Muntasseri said the compound
appears abandoned during the day
because labourers were following
up on their cases or doing odd jobs
to survive, believing that if they
were caught, the worst that could
happen was that they would be deported home.
The kingdom’s highest religious
authority, Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz Al Sheikh, issued a religious
decree stating that “Businessmen
have to pay workers’ salaries on
time.” He quoted a hadith from the
Prophet Mohammad, which states:
“Give the worker his wages before
his sweat dries.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

An Indian worker arrives at the office of construction firm Saudi
Oger in Riyadh, on August 3rd.

Expats in the UAE remaining beyond retirement age
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

T

he allure of the United
Arab Emirates is leading
more expats to explore
ways of making the country their permanent home
once they retire, overcoming rules
that can force them to leave when
they hit 60.
Under current laws, foreign
workers 60 years old or older face
compulsory retirement and companies can cancel their employment
visa, giving them 30 days to leave
the country, even if they want to remain in the UAE.
However, expats who want to
spend a currently tax-free retirement in the emirates rather than returning to their native country are
taking advantage of options, such
as starting their own business or investing in one, which enable them
to stay once they attain senior-citizen status.

“People over the age of 60 can retire and settle in the UAE with utmost freedom and peace of mind.
“They can approach consultants like us and we assist them to
register a company in a free zone,
according to their budget and the
activity they want to focus on —
business consulting, trading or anything else.
“After registering the company,
they can take a visa under that
company as an investor or managing director.”
Prabhu said that, while the approval of the immigration authorities is required, there is usually “no
impediment” to obtaining a three-

year visa in Dubai’s free zones or
a two-year visa in free zones elsewhere in the UAE.
“This means that they can have
a peaceful retired life in the UAE,”
he said.
He said it is clear why remaining
in the UAE is an attractive proposition for many expats, especially
those whose home countries are
experiencing turmoil or economic
uncertainty.
“The UAE is a country that is strategically located, having connectivity with all the major cities of the
world, a high level of security and
safety, ultra-modern infrastructure,
a stable currency pegged to the dol-

To qualify for an
investor visa, expats
must prove they have
sufficient funds to
make a significant
investment.
Consultancy firms are gaining
business as they deal with a growing number of inquiries from expats
who are planning for the day when
decisions over their future in the
Gulf Cooperation Council country
could be taken out of their hands.
Syam Panayickal Prabhu, managing director and senior consultant
for Aurion Business Consultants,
which facilitates company free
zones in Dubai and Sharjah, said:

A couple chats while having lunch at a restaurant in the Dubai mall.

lar and a workforce from several
countries,” he said. “Retiring people find the UAE to be a safe haven,
where they can buy property, settle and live at comparatively less
expense without compromising on
the quality of life and luxury.”
An investor visa provides temporary residence to its holder, which
lasts for a maximum period of three
years and enables sponsorship of
family members. To qualify for an
investor visa, expats must prove
they have sufficient funds to make
a significant investment into a UAE
company or create a business in the
country.
Immigration authorities must ap-

prove the prospective investment
for the visa to be sanctioned.
Hassan Elhais, a legal consultant at Al Rowaad Advocates, said
establishing a commercial entity in
the UAE or becoming a legal shareholder in an existing company are
the most convenient and popular
options for expats who want to stay
in the country after the age of 60.
“Unlike the age restriction imposed by the Ministry of Labour for
employment visas, the age restrictions in case of investor and partner
visas are much more relaxed, if at
all applicable,” he said. “This is in
line with projecting the UAE as an
investor-friendly nation.
“The availability of a better lifestyle combined with surplus savings from employment could be
one reason why expats are more
inclined to pursue UAE residency.”
Dubai resident Katja Quraysh
said she would like to stay on long
after her work visa expires.
“I would like to have the option
to stay, instead of being forced to go
back to Germany,” said the 35-yearold employee of an engineering
company. “Our kids were born here
and I feel very connected to and
settled in this country.
“As we are Muslims, I also feel at
ease being able to practise our religion easily and still have a very liberal way of life.”
Briton Maxine English, a Dubai
resident who has lived in the UAE
for more than 20 years, echoed the
sentiment.
“I would love to be able to retire properly and not just ‘work
out ways to stay forever’, which is
what my family is doing,” said the
34-year-old events planner.
Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in the United
Arab Emirates.

