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Can Vision 2030 improve the quality of life for Saudis?

I
t has been nearly a year since 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz unveiled an 
ambitious package of 
economic and social reforms 

known as Vision 2030. The main 
objective of the plan is to wean the 
Saudi economy off its dependence 
on oil revenues and public-sector 
spending.

To that end, Saudi planners want 
to create incentives to allow other 
sectors of the economy, including 
mining, tourism, education and 
health care, to develop. Going 
forward, the government’s main 
role will be to create a suitable 
regulatory environment in which 
the private sector would become 
the engine of the economy.

Much of the debate around the 
vision has centred on measures the 
government has implemented to 
reduce spending and the much-
anticipated initial public offering 
of 5% of the national oil company, 
Aramco, in 2018.

A closer look at the components 
of Vision 2030 suggests that 
one of its objectives has been 
overlooked: Improving the quality 
of life for the 20 million Saudis and 
approximately 9 million expatriates 
living in the kingdom.

A careful reading of the Vision 
2030 document, which provides 
an outline of how Saudi planners 
aim to effect structural changes in 
the Saudi economy, suggests this: 
The vision seeks to change the 
way Saudis — and foreign workers 

and visitors — live their lives in 
the kingdom. The two sectors that 
hold the most promise to improve 
the quality of life of Saudis and 
potentially alter the way they live 
their lives are entertainment and 
tourism.

Among several government 
agencies that have been created as 
part of Vision 2030 is the General 
Entertainment Authority, which 
has been tasked with organising 
and sponsoring theatre, music and 
art festivals and other events. The 
aim appears twofold: To support 
the burgeoning arts scene in the 
kingdom and second to provide 
Saudis with local entertainment 
options. Saudi planners clearly 
view the dearth of options as a 
distinct disadvantage, which makes 
it more difficult to recruit foreign 
talent.

More importantly, planners want 
Saudis to spend the billions of 
dollars spent vacationing abroad at 
home. It is estimated that Saudis 
spent $670 million abroad over 
a recent 9-day school holiday. 
The number one destination was 
Bahrain.

Events the General 
Entertainment Authority has 
sponsored have received extensive 
local and international media 
attention. It is clear many Saudis 
support this initiative and 
appreciate the renewed interest 
in art, theatre and music. They 
see these events as gatherings 
that celebrate Saudi culture and 
encourage Saudi talent.

Some conservative elements, 
however, appear reticent, especially 
about the potential for some 
venues to encourage gender 
mixing. The plans for greater 
entertainment are moving forward, 

with global companies such as 
Six Flags opening theme parks in 
the kingdom looking like a real 
possibility. It is welcome news to 
many.

The Saudi government is even 
more optimistic about the potential 
of domestic tourism. There are 
plans to develop the sector beyond 
religious tourism, to celebrate 
Saudi culture and even ancient 
cultures, the remnants of which are 
preserved in Mada’in Saleh, which 
includes Nabatean ruins, and other 
places.

This prospect is a potential boon 
for the Saudi economy in general 
and for local tourist attractions 
more specifically. Saudi Arabia 
is not likely to compete with the 
United States or Europe as a global 
tourist destination any time soon 
but there is hope that the country, 
which has many hidden treasures 
along its coastlines as well as in the 
north and south, could compete 
with regional tourism hubs such as 
Manama and Dubai.

In addition, tourism has the 
added benefit of being labour 
intensive. It is estimated that 
200,000 Saudis enter the work force 
every year. Reports in the Saudi 
media suggest that a high number 
of graduates from a tourism school 
in Medina find employment shortly 
after graduating.

As is the case with developing 
the entertainment sector, there 
are challenges here as well. One 
is Saudi Arabia’s hot climate, 
which can occasionally prove 
difficult even for locals. Western 
tourists who have explored what 
the kingdom has to offer paint an 
inviting portrait of the landscape 
and its people. However, it remains 
to be seen if some of the kingdom’s 

more conservative cultural norms 
would make it a less attractive 
destination for Western tourists.

Last September, the Arriyadh 
Development Authority showcased 
projects it is working on to 
transform the Saudi capital at an 
exhibit at the UN Secretariat in New 
York. Saudi experts representing 
different professional backgrounds 
spoke about the history of Riyadh, 
how it has developed and how they 
envision the city will look in 2030.

The planners clearly have 
ambitious plans for Riyadh, which 
they hope to include on the list of 
the top ten most liveable places 
around the world by 2030. A big 
part of this transformation includes 
places where families could be 
entertained. There is also an equal 
emphasis on preserving Saudi 
culture and heritage.

The Metro, currently under 
development and rumoured 
to be the most expensive 
underground project in the 
world, is a centrepiece of Riyadh’s 
development. Its aim is to reduce 
people’s commutes, while 
simultaneously encouraging them 
to walk and exercise more.

Like virtually all aspects of Vision 
2030, developing the tourism and 
entertainment sectors will face 
challenges. Planners have made it 
clear that there will be a learning 
curve. Nevertheless, this is indeed 
a far-sighted vision that seeks to 
improve many aspects of Saudi 
lives, not just their economic 
well-being. I, for one, am very 
optimistic.

Fahad Nazer is an international 
affairs fellow with the National 
Council on US-Arab Relations and 
an adviser to Gulf State Analytic.
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ulf oil producer Oman 
proved successful in 
boosting its crude and 
condensate output to 
more than 1 million bar-

rels per day (bpd) for the latter half 
of 2016. Muscat, however, contin-
ues to wrestle with financial diffi-
culties that have beset the sultanate 
since the plunge in international oil 
prices in mid-2014.

Faced with another budget defi-
cit this year — the fourth consecu-
tive year with a deficit — Oman is 
considering both traditional and 
creative measures to raise much-
needed cash.

The government has said it would 
continue fiscal practices, such as 
borrowing internationally and di-
rect placements of debt as well as 
instituting more austerity measures 
to rein in spending, it employed in 
2016 to contend with budget short-
falls. Oman’s budget deficit in 2016 
was $13 billion.

Last year, Oman sold $4 billion 
worth of international bonds, the 
first such issuances it had conduct-
ed in nearly two decades. The Om-
ani leadership is planning to garner 
another $2 billion through dollar or 
Islamic bond sales this year and has 
been reaching out to banks to par-
ticipate.

Oman lacks the financial cushion 
enjoyed by many of its Gulf neigh-
bours when facing financial dis-
tress from sustained low oil prices. 
This explains why it has turned to 
borrowing so heavily. That could 
become problematic as reflected 
in Standard & Poor’s decision in 
November to cut its outlook for 
Oman’s BBB- sovereign credit rat-
ing to negative from stable. The 
independent credit ratings service 
said that Muscat’s ability to stabi-
lise its finances may take longer 
than expected.

Out of growing concern that ex-

tensive and rapid borrowing could 
further damage its credit rating, 
the Omani government is studying 
one creative way to get revenues 
from its oil sales quicker: Muscat 
is considering financial structures 
that would enable its state oil firm, 
Oman Oil Company (OOC), to re-

ceive advance payments of up to 
two years for crude that it sells to 
oil traders in return for price dis-
counts. Oil firm Rosneft, which is 
majority-owned by the Russian 
government, adopted similar pay-
ment arrangements.

It is unclear how serious Muscat 
is in pursuing this avenue, as well 
as how steep the price discounts 
would be and how receptive traders 

would be to such deals.
The Omani government antici-

pates the 2017 deficit to be $7.8 
billion based on the budget it an-
nounced on January 1st, with $30.4 
billion allocated for spending and 
$22.6 billion anticipated in rev-
enues. The Finance Ministry said 
it would make up for this year’s 
shortfall by raising $5.4 billion from 
international borrowing, $1 billion 
from domestic borrowing and pull-
ing $1.3 billion from its financial re-
serves.

The ministry noted that the 
Omani government aims to gener-
ate higher non-oil revenues this 
year, which will include income 
tax changes, taxes on items such as 
tobacco and alcohol and increases 
in fees charged for hiring foreign 
workers. Having cut petrol price 
subsidies in early 2016, Muscat has 
more recently introduced higher 
tariffs on electricity for large gov-
ernment, commercial and indus-
trial users.

The government also has plans 

to privatise several state entities 
with the goal of raising as much as 
$5 billion over five years. For exam-
ple, state-owned Muscat Electricity 
Distribution Company is expected 
to sell 50% of its shares in an initial 
public offering by the end of 2017. 
The Omani government has for sev-
eral years wanted to privatise Oman 
Air, its unprofitable national carrier.

The Finance Ministry in Septem-
ber announced that the govern-
ment had begun transferring stakes 
it owns in listed and private compa-
nies to other state-owned corpora-
tions and sovereign funds to gain 
better efficiency in operations and 
prepare for potential privatisation. 
The Omani government operates 
60 state-owned firms.

Muscat can celebrate having at-
tained a milestone when its crude 
and condensate production hit re-
cord levels in November, reaching 
1.02 million bpd and marking the 
sixth consecutive month that the 
sultanate had produced more than 
1 million bpd. However, its output 

slipped in December and, as part 
of the coalition of oil producers 
who agreed to trim nearly 1.8 mil-
lion bpd of production from global 
oil markets beginning in January, 
Oman has reduced production by 
45,000 bpd.

Oman’s 2017 budget is based on 
an average price for Omani oil of 
$45 a barrel, which is the same fig-
ure the government used to base 
its 2016 budget, though the aver-
age price for 2016 ended up being 
$37 a barrel. In January, the aver-
age price for a barrel of Omani oil 
fetched $44.50. While that number 
is encouraging, the International 
Monetary Fund last year stated that 
the “break-even” oil price for Oman 
— allowing it to balance its 2016 and 
2017 budgets — is an average of $73 
a barrel.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.
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A general view of a building of the Petroleum Development Oman (PDO) is seen near Muscat.                                                                                                (Reuters)

The government has 
plans to privatise 
state entities to 
raise $5 billion over 
five years.


