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T 

he Saudi government re-
versed some of its most 
severe austerity meas-
ures, restoring bonuses 
and allowances to state 

workers and military personnel.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 

Al Saud issued royal decrees that in-
cluded reinstating allowances and 
benefits to government employees 
and military staff to what they were 
in September 2016, before the aus-
terity measures were implemented. 
A statement accompanying the 
decrees said the king was “keen to 
provide comfort to Saudi citizens.”

The decrees attributed the rein-
statement of government perks to 
increased revenue and a decline in 
the kingdom’s budget deficit.

The Financial Times had earlier 
reported that the kingdom planned 
to cut projects valued in the billions 

of dollars to reduce the budget 
deficit. Sources told the publica-
tion that the Saudi government had 
retained a consultancy to pinpoint 
$13 billion-$20 billion in savings.

“The first quarter deficit was 26 
billion riyals ($6.93 billion), when 
54 billion riyals ($14.4 billion) was 
projected at the beginning of the 
year. This is a very excellent step 
towards rationalised spending,” 
Saudi Deputy Minister of Economy 
and Planning Mohammed al-Tu-
waijri said in an interview on state-
run TV.

With revenues from oil shrinking, 
resulting in the kingdom posting a 
budget deficit of $98 billion for 
2015, the economic measures were 
deemed necessary to boost Saudi fi-
nances. Initial steps helped cut the 
deficit to $79 billion last year. The 
government estimates it will be $53 
billion in 2017.

“A good and rational decision… 
outstanding!” wrote Twitter user 
Abdul Latif Haags. Saud al-Braik 
wrote: “What’s more important 
than the return of all allowances is 
the recognition of recovery from 
the economic crisis.”

Others were more cautious in 
their assessment, telling fellow citi-
zens to learn from the experience.

“The return of allowances does 
not mean a return to previous 
spending,” wrote Ahmad al-Gham-
di on Twitter.

“A reasonable person learns a les-
son and follows the rule of income 
– savings = expenditure,” he added.

For Saudis, who were long ac-
customed to generous government 
grants to supplement their salaries, 
the austerity measures were a bitter 
pill to swallow. Basic salaries in the 
government sector, in which 70% 
of the kingdom’s population is em-
ployed, are not particularly high but 
allowances for housing, transporta-
tion, computer skills and other job 
competencies can increase pay as 
much as 40%. The reductions also 
included a 20% pay cut for govern-
ment ministers.

Despite the return of government 

allowances, Saudis still have to deal 
with current economic realities, 
including last year’s removal of 
energy and utilities subsidies and 
a value-added tax that is expected 
to be implemented in the kingdom 
and other Gulf Cooperation Council 
members in 2018.

The initial cutbacks and the re-
assessment of the kingdom’s eco-
nomic methodology is part of its 
Vision 2030 initiative, which is de-
signed to lessen Saudi Arabia’s de-
pendency on the energy sector and 
diversify its economy.

Analysts say the reinstatement 
of perks will help push the reform 
plan’s agenda forward. “The gov-

ernment was forced to take ex-
treme measures last year. Now 
they are more at ease with the fis-
cal situation so they are able to give 
something back to society,” John 
Sfakianakis, director of the Gulf Re-
search Centre in Riyadh, told Reu-
ters.

“They aim to continue the re-
forms, and they want to do it with 
society’s support,” he added.

The restoring of financial perks 
would make consumers better off 
by $13.3 billion-$21.3 billion, ana-
lysts said.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Recalibrating. A view of King Abdullah Financial District in Riyadh.     (Reuters)
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S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud issued a se-
ries of decrees that ordered 
a minor cabinet reshuffle 
and seemingly strength-

ens the power and influence of his 
branch of the royal house within 
government.

Notably, two of the appointments 
involved the king’s sons, with one 
key change appearing to be a re-
sponse to the election of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump and Riyadh’s 
desire to improve US relations, 
which had soured during President 
Barack Obama’s years in the White 
House

King Salman appointed his son, 
Prince Khaled bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz, who is believed to be in 
his 20s, as the Saudi ambassador 
to Washington. The king elevated 
another son, veteran oil official 
Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, to cabinet level as min-
ister of state for energy affairs.

Both appointments are perceived 
as bolstering King Salman’s branch 
of the Al Saud clan in the govern-
ment and perhaps strengthening 
the hand of 31-year-old Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, another of King 
Salman’s sons and who is second in 
the royal line of succession.

Prince Khaled, a former Saudi Air 
Force fighter pilot who participated 
in missions targeting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and served in Yemen, 
graduated from King Faisal Air 
Academy in Riyadh and received 
training in the United States at Co-
lumbus Air Force Base in Missis-
sippi. He served as an adviser at the 

Defence Ministry and as an adviser 
at the Saudi Embassy in Washing-
ton.

The appointment of Prince 
Khaled, who has no previous dip-
lomatic experience, follows the 
example King Salman set by el-
evating the young and inexperi-
enced Prince Mohammed early in 
his reign to serve as deputy crown 
prince, defence minister, chief of 
the Royal Court and chairman of 
the Council for Economic and De-
velopment Affairs.

It may well be that it is the youth 
of Prince Mohammed and Prince 
Khaled that King Salman is banking 
on to appeal to the large proportion 
of the Saudi population younger 
than 30.

The Trump administration and 
King Salman’s government are in 
the early stages of assessing each 
other, as reflected by the deputy 
crown prince’s hastily scheduled 
trip to Washington in March and 
visits to Riyadh by CIA Director 
Mike Pompeo in February and De-
fence Secretary James Mattis in 
April.

Both governments want to curb 
Iranian influence and Riyadh is 
hopeful the Trump administration 
will provide it with tangible sup-
port in its proxy war with Iran in 
Yemen.

By naming Prince Khaled ambas-
sador to Washington, the Saudis are 
likely giving the Trump administra-
tion a direct line to the king. The 
move also gives the Salman branch 
the opportunity to mitigate efforts 
that Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz may 
make to strengthen his own rela-
tionship with key Trump adminis-
tration officials.

The king’s appointment of Prince 
Abdulaziz to the cabinet is in part 

a reward for the prince’s three 
decades of service in the state oil 
industry. It also provides King Sal-
man with another supportive voice 
in his council of ministers.

In his first cabinet reshuffle after 
ascending to the throne, King Sal-
man in February 2015 promoted 
Prince Abdulaziz from his position 
of assistant oil minister to deputy 
oil minister, which was seen at the 
time as diminishing the authority 
of then-Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi.

With his extensive knowledge of 
energy policy, Prince Abdulaziz is 
now on equal footing with Oil Min-
ister Khalid al-Falih in cabinet dis-
cussions on energy — but this may 
put him at odds with his younger 
brother — Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed, who has taken a large 

hand in overseeing the kingdom’s 
energy policies.

That being said, Prince Ab-
dulaziz, who turns 57 this year, 
is a seasoned participant at OPEC 
meetings and has an intimate un-
derstanding of global oil markets 
compared to Falih. The oil minis-
ter’s lengthy experience at Saudi 
Aramco was apparently more in 
the natural gas side of the business 
and, compared to Prince Abdulaziz, 
Falih is a relative newcomer to the 
global oil markets.

As part of his cabinet reshuffle, 
King Salman fired Khaled al-Araj as 
minister of civil service. Araj is un-
der investigation by the kingdom’s 
anti-corruption commission. The 
king also replaced the minister of 
information and culture and the 

minister of communication and in-
formation technology.

In a significant move, the king 
sacked the commander of the Saudi 
ground forces, Lieutenant-General 
Eid al-Shalawi, who led the ground 
campaign in Yemen and replaced 
him with Prince Fahd bin Turki bin 
Abdulaziz.

In other appointments, the king 
replaced three regional governors 
and named eight young princes as 
regional deputy governors. The 
moves were another sign pointing 
to the Salman regime working to 
solidify its power base during tur-
bulent times.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.
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Adjustments. Newly appointed Saudi ambassador to the United States Prince Khaled bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz taking the oath at a swearing-in ceremony in Riyadh, on April 24.                                                              (AFP)
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