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Introduction
On 11 November 2019, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabic (‘KSA’) issued Premium Residency status to non-Saudi
nationals for the first time in its history, marking another milestone in its progress towards Vision 2030. In
total, 73 Premium Residencies were issued to individuals with 19 different nationalities. The Saudi
Premium Residency Centre announced that applications were received from thousands of applicants
representing over 50 nationalities from within and outside of KSA. The Premium Residencies were issued to
individuals from a broad spectrum of professions including investors, doctors, engineers and financiers.
In this article, we look at the background to the new Premium Residency status, as well as the eligibility
requirements for applicants and benefits of holding Premium Residency in KSA.

Background
The immigration status of non-Saudi nationals has traditionally been based on employment status where
an individual’s employer would act as their sponsor for residency purposes. Under this employment-based
immigration system, non-Saudi residents are subject to certain restrictions; for example, non-Saudi
nationals can only work for their employer and sponsor and cannot freely move to another employer
without the existing sponsor’s consent to transfer their sponsorship. Non-Saudi residents are also unable to
establish their own businesses within KSA whilst being employed by their sponsor. Similarly, non-Saudi
nationals residing in KSA under their employer’s sponsorship are unable to easily own real estate in their
own name. Importantly, if a non-Saudi national’s employment ends, they are required to leave KSA unless
they are able to transfer their sponsorship to a new employer. Although it is possible for foreign companies
to invest in KSA in compliance with the Foreign Investment Law, foreign individual investors cannot do so
directly, thereby limiting the potential scope of foreign investment within KSA.

New Premium Residency
Following the announcement first made in April 2016 by Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman of a ‘green
card’ for expats, the KSA government passed the Privileged Iqama Law by Royal Decree No. M/106 dated
10/9/1440H (corresponding to 15 May 2019) (the ‘Law’).

The Law allows a non-Saudi national to apply for the Premium Residency either on a permanent basis or
for a one-year period that is renewable. The cost of the permanent Premium Residency is SAR 800,000
(equivalent to US$213,333) and the cost of the one-year renewable Premium Residency is SAR 100,000
(equivalent to US$26,666). An applicant for the one-year Premium Residency will obtain a reduction of two
percent per year on a cumulative basis if they pay the fees for more than one year in advance.

Eligibility Requirements for new Premium Residency
All applicants for Premium Residency in KSA must satisfy the following conditions:
●
●

●
●

●

be at least 21 years old and have a valid passport;
provide evidence of their solvency (i.e. proof of financial income, investments or other financial
resources);
provide a police clearance certificate;
provide a health certificate within six months of the application date confirming that the applicant is free
of infectious diseases; and
have a valid Iqama (i.e. work and residence status) if the application is made at a time when the
individual is already residing in KSA.

Rights and Benefits of Premium Residency
The Premium Residency gives the holder the following rights and benefits:
●
●
●

●
●
●
●
●

ability to reside in the KSA with immediate family members and obtain visit visas for relatives;
right to work in any establishment and to change employment at will;
right to own property for residential, commercial and industrial purposes in all Saudi cities and towns
with the exception of the holy cities of Makkah and Madinah, and some border areas;
ability to undertake commercial activities in the KSA in accordance with Foreign Investment Law;
right to enter and exit the KSA without restriction;
ability to invest in securities listed in the Saudi Stock Market;
right to make use of property in Makkah and Madinah for a period not exceeding 99 years;
right to own private transport without restriction; and

●

ability to recruit domestic workers.

Comment
The Premium Residency is a welcome step towards opening up investment opportunities in the KSA to
non-Saudi nationals and its introduction comes at a time when the KSA is continuing to implement a
number of reforms with a view to facilitating more foreign investment as the government looks to diversify
the country’s economy away from the oil sector. The high costs associated with both types of Premium
Residency suggest that it is targeted mainly at entrepreneurs, who will be in a position to invest in the KSA
and create job opportunities, or highly skilled workers.
However, notwithstanding the significant costs of the Premium Residency, the large number of applications
received from individuals around the world for the Premium Residency since the scheme was opened in
June 2019 shows that individual investors are attracted by the range of opportunities available in KSA as
the country broadens its economy into new sectors. The government hopes that the Premium Residency
scheme will boost the economy through the establishment of new businesses by foreign investors and
thereby create employment opportunities for Saudi nationals. We expect to see increased commercial
activity by foreign entrepreneurs that have been granted Premium Residency which is likely to increase
competition within the private sector in KSA and, ultimately result in a more diverse economy.

Al Tamimi & Company’s Employment & Incentives team advises on a range of business immigration
issues, including the new Premium Residency scheme. For further information please contact Mohsin Khan
(mohsin.khan@tamimi.com) or Zahir Qayum (z.qayum@tamimi.com).

