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Jeddah

A 

n effort to shorten even-
ing prayer times in an-
ticipation of a potential 
government regulation 
to close retail shops at 

9pm is gaining traction among con-
sumers who could gain an extra 
hour of shopping.

Officials with the Saudi minis-
tries of Social Development, La-
bour and Commerce and business 
leaders met recently to discuss the 
logistics and ramifications of clos-
ing shops and some grocery stores 
at 9pm. Pharmacies and restau-
rants would be exempt under the 
proposal.

Saudi Arabia is accustomed to 
the nightlife to avoid shopping 
during the day when temperatures 
can be extremely high. Businesses 
generally remain open until mid-
night with restaurants open as late 
as 3am.

Special exemptions are be-
ing considered for the holy cities 
of Medina and Mecca, which are 
all-night cities given the heavy 
around-the-clock influx of umrah 
and haj pilgrims and Muslim tour-
ists. Shops generally would be ex-
empted from closing early during 
Ramadan.

The recommendation, intro-
duced in 2014, has been met with 
criticism from the business com-
munity. Business leaders see a po-
tential drop in sales, which comes 
at a time when the Saudi govern-
ment is attempting to improve the 

economy by generating non-oil 
revenue and encouraging consum-
er confidence.

While business owners warily 
look at the early closure proposal, 
shoppers appear to welcome the 
change in how long shops close for 
prayer.

Abeer, a 31-year-old mother of 
two boys and who asked that her 
family name not be published, said 
her shopping excursions generally 
begin immediately after Asr — the 
afternoon prayer — which gives 
her about a three-hour window to 
conduct family business without 
interruption. Every business in 
Saudi Arabia closes its doors dur-
ing prayer times during the day and 
early evening, generally for about 
30 minutes.

Sitting at a coffee stand across 
from a closed oud shop at the Al-
Salaam Mall during Maghrib — the 
prayer just after sunset — Abeer 
said Saudis and expatriate workers 
schedule their lives around prayer 
times, adapting easily to waiting 
for business to resume.

“It’s no bother,” she said. “I pray 
at the women’s mosque here in the 
mall, have my coffee and wait. It’s 
time to relax.”

She noted, however, that her 
two preschool-age boys make it a 
challenge to arrive at the mall early 
enough to do shopping. It is always 
a rush to get shopping completed 
before the final prayer of the day. “I 
see nothing wrong with shortened 
prayer times. It gives me an extra 
hour to get things done,” Abeer 
said.

A shop manager in charge of a 
men’s clothing store at Al-Salaam, 
who asked not to be identified, said 
the store could use the extra time 
to boost sales. “To be honest, most 
of us don’t need the 25 minutes to 
go and pray,” he said.

The manager also noted that his 
two non-Muslim employees are 
idle for a total of about one-and-a-
half hours from Asr, which starts 
around 3.40pm this time of the 
year, through Isha, which begins 
around 7.35pm.

Although consumers may wel-
come shorter evening prayer time 
closures, they are less than enthu-
siastic about closing shops at 9pm. 
The goals of early closing times are 

two-fold: To boost Saudisation that 
puts more Saudis in the workplace 
by making working hours more 
attractive and to help employees 
with daytime jobs to get to work 
on time. The proposal, in effect, 
would dramatically reorganise the 
life of workers and shoppers.

“It’s not practical for people to go 
shopping in the middle of the af-
ternoon when it’s the hottest part 
of the day,” said Irfan Mohammed, 
44, an expat worker. “Besides, my 
colleagues and I get off at 5 o’clock. 
Even with shorter times for Salat, 
there would not be enough time to 
take care of my chores before busi-
nesses close at 9.”

Some restaurant owners fear the 

early closing times will have a rip-
ple effect on their businesses be-
cause there will be less customer 
traffic in and around their location 
once retail shops close. “People 
naturally go to dinner after they 
shop,” said one manager of a Chi-
nese restaurant just a block off 
Tahlia Street, Jeddah’s most lively 
retail centre. “Our dinner rush hour 
at 11 would disappear.”

One Saudi businessman said 
stores closing at 9 is no big deal. 
“Change is hard for people but they 
will get over,” he said. “We always 
adapt.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.
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esreen, a 28-year-old 
Syrian, always won-
dered whether her 
Saudi husband would 
ever make good on his 

threat to send her home.
The couple has been married for 

two years after meeting through 
acquaintances. She had arrived in 
Saudi Arabia from Aleppo with her 
parents three years ago. She said 
her marriage was steady and she 
was happy but occasionally her 
husband’s temper would get the 
best of him during a quarrel and 
he would remind her that he could 
send her home anytime. The expe-
rience put a knot in her stomach.

“He would get his mobile and 
log on through Absher and say all 
he had to do was press the final 
exit visa button and it would be all 
over,” she said.

But the squabble would be over 
in a few minutes and they would 
be looking for a movie to watch on 
television, she said.

Nesreen attributes the cause of 
the arguments to two people get-
ting used to one another during 
the early period of marriage. Those 
kinds of incidents are long over, 
she said.

But for many expatriates, do-
mestic spats and even the threat 
of a looming divorce is much more 
than just splitting up and going 

separate ways. A final exit visa is-
sued against their will would have 
grave financial and emotional con-
sequences for someone who gave 
up their life in their home country 
to live in Saudi Arabia.

That changed when the Saudi 
Ministry of Justice made it impos-
sible for Saudis to obtain a final 
exit visa simply to settle a score 
because they want to punish their 
spouses or get a divorce.

“There were too many abuses in 
the law,” said one Saudi newspaper 
columnist. “This evens the playing 
field and protects the expat.”

The final exit visa regulation was 
inherently unfair but widely used 
among Saudis who saw the sim-
plicity and efficiency of the Absher 
electronic visa system to dispatch 
someone who was inconvenient 
in their lives. A legal sponsor of a 
spouse could log on to Absher, fill 
out the final exit visa form and hit 
the button. There was no recourse 
or appeal process.

Absher is an e-services portal ad-
ministered through the Saudi Min-
istry of Interior that allows Saudis 
and expatriates to register and log 
into their account to take care of 
issues ranging from passports and 
traffic to importing labour from for-
eign countries. Even job postings 
are listed.

The electronic system eliminat-
ed the need for most paperwork 
and time-consuming visits to lo-
cal government offices to process 
exit visas. By using Absher, Saudi 
sponsors or expatriates simply log 
on, enter the expat’s residency per-
mit number, sponsor identification 
number, visa number and passport 
number. Exit visas are then auto-
matically processed.

With what is in effect the repeal-
ing of the law, estranged foreign 
spouses are permitted to remain in 
Saudi Arabia to complete their di-
vorce case. The new regulation also 

allows domestic court judges to de-
termine how long it would take to 
finalise a divorce case and stay a 
deportation order. The expatriate 
spouse can grant power of attorney 
to another individual who can fol-
low up on the case in their absence.

Ravi Muhammed, who counsels 
Indian expatriate workers perma-
nently leaving Saudi Arabia after 
many years of employment to tran-
sition back into Indian society, said 

abusing the final exit visa option 
has a far-reaching emotional im-
pact on people.

“These workers have left their 
homeland and built a life here,” 
Muhammed said. “Many have 
achieved responsible positions 
with their companies. They have 
invested their entire lives to make 
Saudi Arabia a better place. Having 
no concrete connections to their 
home country could be psychologi-

cally devastating to anybody.”
Muhammed said he has not pro-

vided counselling to expats experi-
encing a divorce but has seen more 
than a few forced to leave employ-
ment on a final exit visa in what he 
sees as punishment for some in-
fraction.

“This new arrangement gives 
hope to workers that they will not 
fall prey to being abused through 
the final exit visa system,” he said.
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A file photo shows a Saudi woman using a tablet computer to visit a website offering services to find a 
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Some restaurant 
owners fear the early 
closing times will have 
a ripple effect on their 
businesses.

The proposal 
would dramatically 
reorganise the life of 
workers and shoppers.

Rob L. Wagner

This evens the 
playing field and 
protects the 
expat.”A Saudi newspaper 

columnist


