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Coronavirus/COVID-19 Guide 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

What are an employer’s 
health and safety obligations 
in relation to its staff? 

In accordance with articles 121 and 122 of the Saudi Labor Law (Labor Law), employers are under an obligation to safeguard the safety and health 
requirements in the workplace to protect the employees from harm and disease. If an employee manages to prove that they were infected with COVID-19 
in the workplace, they might file a claim against the employer for failing to fulfil its obligations under the Labor Law. Therefore, employers are under a duty 
to implement health and safety measures in the workplace to insure the safety of employees.

These health and safety duties would extend to taking reasonable steps to control the spread of COVID-19 at sites under the control of the employer. 
Employers should, therefore, carry out a risk assessment and implement reasonably practicable control measures to either eliminate or mitigate the virus 
hazard. The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development (MHRSD) instructed companies still operating workplaces to comply with the following:

• Maximum of 40% of the workers should attend the premises

• Employers with a workforce of more than 50 employees must introduce mandatory temperature checks

• Ensure that sufficient space is available between workers in the workplace

• Close all health clubs and nurseries located at the company’s headquarters

• Require all employees to disclose if they exhibit symptoms of a high temperature, coughing or shortness of breath, or have mixed with an infected or 
suspected case of COVID-19

From a practical perspective, we also recommend that employers:

• Allow employees to work from home, where possible, in line with the government’s guidance.

• Ensure staff are aware of the symptoms and the latest advice on how to minimise the risk of infection. The MHRSD, as well as other government 
entities such as the Ministry of Health (MOH), have issued guidance in this regard.

• Implement a reporting procedure for anyone with symptoms of COVID-19, or who has been in contact with a suspected or confirmed case. Employees 
may be reluctant to self-report if they think that such reporting will adversely affect their pay or work. Therefore, you may wish to consider making some 
assurances to employees to encourage reporting.

• Make individuals aware of the latest government guidance.

Things are changing very quickly and, therefore, employers need to constantly review the risk assessment to ensure that any control measures are aligned 
with the government’s latest advice.
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Should employers place 
restrictions on work-related 
international travel? 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has closed its borders until further notice, whereby flights to and from the Kingdom have been suspended. Furthermore, the 
Saudi authorities have banned travelling between regions within the Kingdom, as well as a complete shutdown of Riyadh, Mekkah, Medinah and Qatif 
(there is no exit or entry to these cities). In light of this, employers have no choice but to suspend all overseas work-related travel until the ban is lifted.

It is worth noting that employees who are outside of the Kingdom due to the suspension of commercial flights are treated as being on paid leave over and 
above what is stipulated in the employee’s employment contract.

His Majesty King Salman Bin Abdulaziz ordered that a limited number of flights be scheduled in order to enable expatriates to return to their country and 
Saudi nationals to return to the Kingdom. On arrival to the Kingdom, passengers will be required to undergo a mandatory 14-day quarantine in a medical 
facility.

In what circumstances 
are employees required to 
quarantine?

Employees who arrive in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia are required to undergo 14 days of mandatory quarantine at a health facility. In putting this to effect, 
the MOH enables employees who have arrived from affected countries to apply online through “Sehaty” for an electronic leave for 14 days from the date 
of arrival to the Kingdom. However, given the new restrictions on entry into the Kingdom, there will not be any arrivals into the Kingdom in the coming 
weeks, other than a limited number of flights to extricate Saudi nationals from affected countries. 

The MHRSD instructed the private sector that employees with a higher risk of contracting the virus (i.e. pregnant or nursing mothers, those with 
respiratory or cardiac diseases, HIV or hereditary diseases, users of immunosuppressive drugs, those who are undergoing treatment for tumours, and 
employees aged 55 years and above) are granted 14 days’ paid leave and the right to work from home by law until further notice. Employees are not 
required to work during the granted 14 days’ paid leave, but they are expected to resume working from home after such period, in accordance with the 
MHRSD’s guidance, until further notice.

In order to contain the spread of the virus, the authorities have also imposed a countrywide curfew from 3 p.m. to 6 a.m. for most of the Kingdom, and 
a 24-hour curfew on Riyadh, Tabuk, Dammam, Dhahran, Hafouf, Jeddah, Taif, Qatif and Khobar, with exemptions of certain commercial services (such as 
pharmacies and supermarkets) and public services (such as the health and military sectors). Currently, nobody is allowed to leave their residence, except 
for the following reasons and only within the neighbourhood of their residence:

• Essential purposes (buying food or medicines, or obtaining medical assistance) 

• Those who work in areas identified by the Saudi government as being exempt from the restriction

• Delivery services

To ensure continuity of businesses, many employers have implemented work from home arrangements for staff, where this is practical.  

An employee will be required to undergo a period of quarantine, whether at home or in a health facility, in the following circumstances:

• Where they have recently entered the Kingdom

• Where they are suspected to have the virus, but a diagnosis has not yet been confirmed

• Where they have tested positive to the virus

• Where they have been in contact with someone diagnosed with the virus or who is suspected to have the virus, but a diagnosis has not yet been 
confirmed
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In what circumstances 
are employers required to 
continue to pay employees 
according to their normal pay 
by law?

Clearly, if a member of staff is actually unwell with the virus, you should pay them in accordance with your usual sick pay/leave arrangements, as detailed 
in the Labor Law and its implementing regulations. 

However, as previously noted, the MHRSD issued its guidance to the private sector with a restriction on the number of employees attending work down 
to 40% of the workforce. Clearly, if the employee is part of the 40% attending work, he/she should be compensated according to his/her normal pay. 
Similarly, if the employee is able to work from home, employers should continue to pay him/her according to his/her normal pay.

The MHRSD also specified certain employees that should continue to be compensated according to their normal pay, namely:

• Employees who are at higher risk, as explained above, and are self-isolating

• Employees outside the Kingdom due to the suspension of flights

• Employees who are ordered to quarantine by the Saudi authorities

In addition to the above, on 3 April, His Majesty King Salman Bin Abdulaziz ordered an initiative to support the private sector, whereby employers who 
have been affected by the spread of the virus, and who are registered with the General Organization for Social Insurance (GOSI), can apply for a subsidy 
in respect of their Saudi national employees (i.e. support for payment of wages for their Saudi national employees) which can apply to up to 70% of their 
Saudi national workforce if they have more than five Saudi employees, and all of their Saudi national employees if they have five or less Saudi national 
employees. These subsidies will apply during  May, June and July 2020 and  will amount to either 60% of the respective employees’ registered wage with 
GOSI or the maximum of SAR9,000 (whichever is less). We do not know yet how this initiative will be applied in practice, and what the requirements will 
be in order to obtain the necessary approval on any such application, but we will keep this guide updated in order to reflect the latest developments related 
to this initiative. We understand that for those companies with more than five Saudi employees, the company can choose which 70% of the workforce 
they wish for the subsidy to apply to and that specific 70% of the workforce should then not be required to work. It is important to note  that this subsidy 
is only available to companies in relation to their Saudi national employees, and does not extend to expatriate employees located in the Kingdom.

Do employers have to pay an 
employee that is not included 
in the categories stated 
above?

As previously stated, if an employee is actually unwell with the virus, employers should pay them in accordance with their usual sick pay/leave 
arrangements, as detailed in the Labor Law and its implementing regulations. 

The position becomes less clear if they are in quarantine or self-isolating in line with the latest government guidance, but they are not included within the 
categories above. Employers should obviously check their own policies/contracts concerning sick pay, and most employers are choosing to treat such 
periods of absence as sickness for their own company sick pay purposes.

It would clearly be best practice to pay employees their normal pay in these circumstances (and particularly for those in the categories above), or to treat 
this period as sick leave, and we note that some large employers have already adopted this approach, not least because otherwise, employees may try to 
come into work, putting others at risk. We would, however, recommend that employers take specific advice on this issue and each particular case before 
agreeing to anything, as there may be circumstances where it is not appropriate to adopt/continue with this approach. 

Where employees are unable to come into work due to government restrictions, but cannot work from home, employers should continue to pay such 
employees their full salary and benefits unless a mutual agreement to the contrary has been agreed in writing with the employees. 

What should employers 
do if a member of staff is 
confirmed as having the virus 
and has recently been in the 
workplace?

Employers have an obligation to report suspected and confirmed cases to the MOH (937) immediately, and a failure to do so will constitute a crime. 
Employers should also take immediate steps to contain the spread and to ascertain those individuals who have been in contact with the infected individual.
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If the situation worsens and 
employers are considering 
closing one of their sites, do 
they have a right to lay off 
staff in these circumstances? 
Are they obliged to continue 
to pay them?

Under article 74 of the Labor Law, the employer can terminate the employment contract if the activity/department at which the employee is working is 
cancelled or if the entity has closed down. In such a case, the employee would be entitled to his/her end of service gratuity and any unused leave days. 
However, employers should assess each case separately to avoid any claims for arbitrary dismissal, as employees may file a claim of wrongful termination 
before the Labor courts, and if the court finds that the termination was wrongful, the court would require the employer to pay compensation for wrongful 
termination.

Can employers terminate 
employment contracts on the 
grounds of the occurrence of 
a force majeure?

Although not defined under the Labor Law, force majeure is legitimate grounds for terminating the employment contract in accordance with Article 
74(5). However, a recent resolution by the Minister of Human Resources and Social Development provides further guidance in relation to this point. The 
resolution introduced a new article to the Labor Law implementing regulations (Article 41) and provides that if the Kingdom has implemented measures 
to contain or prevent a certain circumstance and fits the description of force majeure, and such measures have the effect of reducing working hours, the 
employers will first agree with the employee (in writing) one of the following:

• Reduction in the employee’s pay, to correspond with actual working hours

• Granting the employee leave from their annual leave balance

• Granting the employee an unpaid leave, in accordance with Article 116 of the Labor Law

It is our understanding that if an agreement on one of the above could not be reached with the employee, employers shall have the right to terminate the 
employment relationship on the grounds of a force majeure in accordance with Article 74(5). In such a case, the employee would be entitled to his/her end 
of service gratuity and any unused leave days. However, employers should seek a legal opinion in each case, as to avoid any claims for arbitrary dismissal.

The resolution further states that if the employers benefit from any government subsidies, such employers may not terminate the employment relationship 
based on the above. This means that if such termination is challenged in the Labor courts (where an employer had benefitted from government subsidies), 
it may be determined as an arbitrary dismissal, and the employer will have to compensate the employee in that regard.

What other steps are 
employers taking to respond 
to the challenging economic 
situation caused by the virus?

There are various steps that employers are considering and implementing, especially in light of the new ministerial resolution, including:

• Compelling staff to take some of their paid annual leave entitlement

• Asking for volunteers for unpaid leave/sabbaticals

• Reducing individuals’ working hours or pay by consent

• Bans on travel and other expenses

• Reducing head count and implementing redundancies, although employers need to carefully consider any arbitrary dismissal or early termination 
compensation risks before proceeding with redundancies 

The majority of these changes can only be implemented with the consent of the employees. Any changes to employees’ terms and conditions should be 
clearly documented in writing and must be in the best interest of the employee, and in accordance with the applicable laws and guidance. However, it is 
worth noting that employees are more likely to consent if it is made clear to employees that the employer is taking such steps to minimise the need for 
possible redundancies and that the financial pain is being shared to at least the same extent by management. 
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What are the main initiatives 
launched by the Saudi 
government to support the 
private sector in light of the 
COVID-19 situation?

The MHRSD launched a number of initiatives to support the private sector. Such initiatives include, but are not limited to, the following:

• Lifting suspensions relating to the Wage Protection System (WPS) until further notice, which negates any fears of employers on falling short of the 
requirements of the WPS due to the reduction of employees’ salaries or placing employees on unpaid leave

• Temporarily lifting the suspensions relating to the correction of the company’s activities

• Lifting the suspensions relating to non-payment of penalties imposed on companies

• The immediate calculation of Saudi employees toward the “nitaqat” system

• The suspension of applying recruitment penalties

Furthermore, many other Saudi government authorities also launched a number of initiatives to support the private sector. Such initiatives include, but are 
not limited to, the following:

• Exemption from fees of renewing residence permits (iqamas) that expire between 31 March 2020 and 30 June 2020, to enable employers to renew 
such iqamas for three months

• Enabling employers to be refunded visa fees for visas that have not been used during the closedown period, or enabling employers to extend it for three 
months

• Enabling employers to extend exit re-entry visas that have not been used during the closedown period for three months and for free


