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Covid-19 impact

Covid-19 rapidly spread across the world in the first half of 2020 
after emerging in China in December 2019.

While 2020 started with cautious optimism about the prospects 
for the global economy, the sudden proliferation of the 
coronavirus forced policymakers to reassess priorities and divert 
resources towards tackling unexpected health and economic 
challenges. 

The disruption has led to profound – possibly permanent –
changes to consumer behaviour, business processes and global 
supply chains, with companies adopting remote-working 
practices or suspending operations completely.  

Financial service providers have been simultaneously required 
to accelerate and upgrade digital services and systems while 
supporting the real economy and mitigating risk. 

The most agile, innovative and resilient financial service 
providers could emerge in a strong position for future growth.

The IMF revised its full-year world GDP growth projection 
sharply downwards, from 3.3% in January to -3% in April 
– with more than 170 countries expected to experience 
negative per capita income growth. This was revised lower 
still, to -4.9%, in late June.

More than half of the global population – some 3.9bn 
people – were under partial or total lockdown by early April.

By mid-May central banks and governments had injected an 
estimated $15trn into the global economy through stimulus 
packages – equivalent to 17% of global GDP in 2019.

The Asian Development Bank projected that between 158m 
and 242m jobs would be lost worldwide in 2020, with total 
labour income falling by $1.2trn.

In mid-June the UN Conference on Trade and Development 
forecast that global trade would decline by 20% in 2020.

CONTEXT CONSEQUENCES

SIGNIFICANCE
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Covid-19 impact

The first KSA case of Covid-19 was confirmed
in the eastern city of Qatif on March 2, nine days 
before the World Health Organisation (WHO) officially 
declared a pandemic

Most of the initial cases involved KSA nationals 
who had travelled to Iran

The coronavirus quickly spread to other 
parts of the Kingdom

Riyadh accounted for the highest number of active 
cases as of late June, followed by Jeddah and Makkah

As of June 19 KSA had recorded 145,991 cases 
of Covid-19, with 93,915 recoveries and 1139 fatalities – 
resulting in one of the world’s lowest case-fatality rates

Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia (KSA)

July 2020

SIGNIFICANCE
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Symptoms typically take 5-6 days to present – 
but may take up to 14 days, if they appear at all. 
Many carriers of the virus are therefore able to 
continue with their daily lives, unaware that they 
are infected. The typical patient infects another 
2.2 people, according to the WHO.

The delayed onset of symptoms, combined 
with the improved ease of both domestic and 
international travel, facilitated the rapid spread of 
the coronavirus not only within countries, but also 
across borders – until lockdown measures were 
introduced.

Technological innovation and the collection of big 
data enabled the use of technology for monitoring 
the spread of the disease and for contact tracing to 
further curb the proliferation of Covid-19.

The shuttering of physical businesses in an 
effort to maintain social distancing encouraged 
businesses to embrace the digital economy and/
or new technology. Advancements in technology, 
greater technological penetration and growing 
technological literacy provided opportunities for 
businesses to pivot their operations, expand their 
service offering and reach a wider market.

1918 Spanish flu
1918 - 1919 

Number of Cases: 500million Case fatality rate: 10%
Highly contagious, spread through respiratory droplets. 

Transmission accelerated by crowded living conditions; poor 
sanitation; and lack of scientific understanding of the virus

SARS
Nov 2002 - July 2003
Number of Cases: 8096 Case fatality rate: 10%
Caused by a coronavirus, spread through respiratory droplets and 
contaminated surfaces. Symptoms were severe, which facilitated 
monitoring of the virus and enabled contact tracing

500m

H1N1 2009
2009

Number of Cases: 700m - 1.4bn Case fatality rate: 0.02-0.04%
Another strain of flu. Antiviral medication enabled most people to 

recover without severe complications

2009
H1N1 2009

Number of Cases: 700m - 1.4bn Case fatality rate: 0.02-0.04%
Another strain of flu. Antiviral medication enabled most people 

to recover without severe complications

MERS
Sep 2012 - Nov 2019
Number of Cases: 2494 Case fatality rate: 34%
Caused by a coronavirus, spread through close contact with an 
infected person. Carriers may be asymptomatic. The majority of 
confirmed cases were in health care settings - those providing care, 
or the family of patientsEbola

2014 - 2016
Number of Cases: 28652 Case fatality rate: 40.00%

Very high case fatality rate: less easily transmitted, spread through 
close contact and bodily fluids, and most contagious at the end of 

the disease; but no treatment or vaccine available

Covid-19
Dec 2019 - June 2020 
Number of Cases: 9.188million Case fatality rate: 5%
Caused by a novel strain of the coronavirus. Highly contagious, spread 
through respiratory droplets and other bodily fluids - and may be more 
contagious than flu. Many infected persons have only mild symptoms 
or are asymptomatic

How did the characteristics of the coronavirus 
impact the world’s response?

Containment
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The global spread of the pandemic was difficult to contain  

0

50,000

MARCH 15 JUNE 15

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

D
EA

TH
S

DATE

Date of third death 
G20 countries

Africa

Asia (includes Middle East)

South America

North America

Oceania KSA March 26
Argentina March 20
Australia March 8
Brazil March 19
Canada March 17
China January 19
France March 3
Germany March 12
India March 17
Indonesia March 14
Italy February 25
Japan February 27
Mexico March 24
South Africa March 31
South Korea January 27
Turkey March 20
UK March 10
US March 3
Russia March 28

Source: Our World in Data
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This report looks at the implications of the pandemic for KSA, 
with a spotlight on the banking sector and Riyad Bank
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Did KSA make the necessary 
investments in health and digital 
infrastructure and services prior 
to the pandemic?  

Were there sufficient fiscal 
reserves and manageable debt 
levels to help KSA withstand 
a crisis? 

Was the banking sector 
adequately capitalised and 
prepared to manage unexpected 
risk? 

To what extent did domestic 
banks digitalise before the 
outbreak?  

Resilience
Did the government act swiftly 
enough to limit community 
transmission? 

What actions were taken to 
ensure testing and treatment was 
adequately available? 

Were central bank actions 
sufficient for mitigating the 
impact on KSA businesses and 
households? 

Could domestic banks meet the 
rapid shift in demand towards 
digital services? 

Response
What are KSA’s prospects for a 
swift economic rebound? 

How might fluctuations in 
oil prices impact the pace of 
growth? 

To what extent are Saudi 
consumers positive about the 
country’s economic trajectory?  

Will KSA banks be able to 
balance risk with the need to 
support economic recovery?    

Recovery
Will KSA be ready to capitalise 
on new business trends and 
opportunities that emerge from 
the pandemic? 

To what extent is government 
and corporate policy geared 
towards the industry of the 
future? 

How can banks support the 
lasting transformation of 
the economy and business 
environment? 

What impact did the pandemic 
have on the long-term goals for 
KSA’s financial services sector?  

Reinvention

OBJECTIVE
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Low debt and 
strong FX 

reserves help KSA 
to withstand 
fiscal shocks    

After wide-ranging 
reforms which opened up 
the equity markets to for-
eign investors, KSA's stock 
exchange was upgraded 

by MSCI to Emerging 
Market status

With internet penetration 
at 93% and smartphone 
penetration at 68%, KSA 
was well positioned for 
the transition to digital 

financial services

Chair of the elite G20
in 2020 with a vision

for inclusive and
innovation-led growth

Most improved country
in the 2020 World Bank 
Doing Business rankings, 

rising 30 places from 
the previous year 

Lowest proportion of 
the population above 
65 years old out of all 

G20 members 

Growing role for 
the private sector in 
improving e�ciency 

and outcomes 

FISCAL
STRENGTH

CAPITAL
MARKETS

EASE OF
BUSINESS

DIGITAL
BANKING

DEMOGRAPHICS GLOBAL
LEADERSHIP

HEALTH
CARE

National
Resilience

KSA has been pursuing a sweeping 
reform agenda for several years under 
the banner of the overarching Vision 
2030, which seeks to end reliance on 
hydrocarbons and set the kingdom 
on a long-term path to sustainable 
growth through innovation and 
value addition. Notably, prolonged 
investments in digital and health 
infrastructure and skills development 
meant that KSA was in a position to 
withstand the various challenges 
created by the Covid-19 pandemic. As 
the Saudi Arabia Monetary Authority 
(SAMA) took measures to support the 
real economy through the disruption, 
the domestic banking sector had a key 
role to play in facilitating the transition 
towards digital commerce while 
balancing financial risks with the need 
to ensure businesses and households 
had access to sufficient liquidity, 
and were not overburdened with 
unfeasible demands on their capital. 

Forward focused 

Ongoing reforms have strengthened 
KSA’s resilience   
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Investment in health infrastructure and favourable 
demographics aided KSA’s pandemic preparedness 

22.5 beds per 10,000  
people as of 2018 11,200 new hospital beds in the investment 

pipeline as of September 2019 21.1% CAGR of the health care 
budget in 2010-19 16.4% of 2020 budget allocated  

to health care 37 new hospitals and medical cities under  
construction as of September 2019

KSA’s capacity to minimise the public 
health consequences of the pandemic 
was enhanced by prolonged investment 
growth in health care infrastructure 
and services. In recent years the 
scope for private sector participation 
has broadened in line with the goals 
of Vision 2030, which has helped to 
advance medical innovation and improve 
service provision and outcomes. KSA 
also had some demographic advantages 
that boosted the country’s natural 
resilience to a pandemic of this nature, 
owing to its comparatively young society 
and low population density. Although 
international work continues on the 
epidemiology of Covid-19, the virus has 
been shown to impact older patients 
more severely and to spread more 
easily when potential hosts are in close 
proximity to existing carriers. 

Strong mix
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OCCUPANCY OF ICU BEDS

Canada 91.6%

UK 84.3%

Germany 79.8%

Italy 78.9%

France 75.6%

Japan 75.5%

US 64%

KSA 67.7%

Source: World Bank; OECD Health Statistics 2019; KSA Ministry of Health 
Yearbook Statistical Yearbook 2018; OBG The Report: Saudi Arabia 2020

Pre-pandemic ICU bed 
occupancy 
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As the pandemic began to 
spread across the world, KSA 
was able to begin tackling 
the challenges from a strong 
economic footing. One of the 
lowest public debt-to-GDP 
ratios in the G20, combined 
with an “A”-bracket credit 
rating and relatively high FX 
reserves, gave the country 
ample fiscal space to cover 
temporary shortfalls in 
revenue as global demand for 
oil and other commodities 
declined. 

This allowed KSA to tap funds 
from the global bond market 
in April as the pandemic  
took hold.

Solid foundations

A combination of low public debt, a strong credit rating and 
high FX reserves gave KSA a buffer against external shocks

KSA 23 A-

US 102 AA+

UK 106 AA

EU 102 AA

Japan 230 A+

China 54 A+

India 69 BBB-

Brazil 89 BB-

Argentina 97 SD

Indonesia 30 BBB 

Turkey 33 B+

Russia 16 BBB-

South Korea 42 AA

Mexico 36 BBB

South Africa 34 BBB-

Government 
debt*

Credit
rating

Country

Strong fiscal position prior to the pandemic KSA foreign currency reserves

Global top-10 FX reserves, Jan 2020

(M
IL
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O

N
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A
R)

(BILLION $)

*as % of GDP in Q4 2019
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A combination of low 
corporate and private debt and 
a rapidly improving business 
environment meant the private 
sector and households were 
able to absorb the sudden 
shock better than a number  
of G20 peers.

Notably, KSA was the most 
improved country in the World 
Bank’s “Doing Business 2020” 
rankings, rising 30 places from 
2019. This is evidence of the 
positive reform momentum 
that has been gathering pace 
over recent years.

Corporate strength 

Source: World Bank Doing Business 2020; IMF

Business community supported by low private  
debt and improvements to operating environment  
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The score for ‘Initiation’ is derived 
by calculating the mean rankings in 
three indicators in the World Bank 
“Doing Business 2020” report: starting 
a business, registering property 
and getting credit. The score for 
‘Protection’ is derived using the same 
methodology from the following 
indicators in the same report: 
enforcing contracts and paying taxes.
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KSA’s banking sector entered 
the pandemic on the back of 
solid performance over recent 
years. Importantly, the sector’s 
loan-to-deposit ratio in Q1 
2020 was at a sustainable level, 
allowing banks to adjust to 
unforeseen fund requirements. 

Combined with prolonged 
growth in assets and deposits, 
KSA’s banks were able to tap a 
deep pool of liquidity when  
it was needed. 

Steady expansion

KSA banking sector has been growing in 
strength in a range of indicators 

Source: KAMCO Invest

Conventional

Islamic

Total

Total assets ($ bn) Loan-to-deposit ratio of banking sector, Q1 2020 (%)

Customer deposits ($ bn)
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CASE STUDY: Riyad Bank entered the lockdown  
period in a position of strength

Riyad Bank MILESTONES
1957
Riyad Bank established

2005
Capital Increased 
to SAR 5bn

2008
Launch of Riyad Capital;  
Capital increased to SAR 15bn

2014
Capital icreased to  
SAR 30bn

1991
Flotation on Saudi 
Stock Exchange

2006
Capital Increased to  
SAR 6.25bn

2013
First SAMA licence for 
mortgages and auto leasing

2018
Launch of transformation 
programme

Third-largest bank in KSA 308 2,542 53,580branches ATMs points of sale

Strong starting position
Top-5 KSA corporate banks, 2019 (% revenue share)

Good challenger position
Top-5 KSA retail banks, 2019 (% revenue share)
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KSA’s resilience was bolstered by 
sustained investment in health 
and digital infrastructure  
and services

Low public and private debt 
combined with high FX reserves 
and a favourable sovereign 
credit rating allowed KSA to 
weather unexpected shocks

Steady growth in key banking 
indicators meant the industry 
entered the crisis in a position  
of strength

Riyad Bank was well positioned in 
key segments and benefits from 
its transformation programme 

Resilience
Did the government act swiftly 
enough to limit community 
transmission? 

What actions were taken to 
ensure testing and treatment was 
adequately available? 

Were central bank actions 
sufficient for mitigating the 
impact on KSA businesses and 
households? 

Could domestic banks meet the 
rapid shift in demand towards 
digital services? 

Response
What are KSA’s prospects for a 
swift economic rebound? 

How might fluctuations in 
oil prices impact the pace of 
growth? 

To what extent are Saudi 
consumers positive about the 
country’s economic trajectory?  

Will KSA banks be able to 
balance risk with the need to 
support economic recovery?    

Recovery
Will KSA be ready to capitalise 
on new business trends and 
opportunities that emerge from 
the pandemic? 

To what extent is government 
and corporate policy geared 
towards the industry of the 
future? 

How can banks support the 
lasting transformation of 
the economy and business 
environment? 

What impact did the pandemic 
have on the long-term goals for 
KSA’s financial services sector?  

Reinvention
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Source: Oxford University Covid-19 Response Tracker (OxCGRT)

Once the outbreak reached KSA 
in early March, policymakers 
implemented containment measures 
faster than many of their G20 
counterparts, as they felt that limiting 
the proliferation of the virus and 
containing its impact on public health 
was worth the inevitable negative 
effect on economic output. A global 
consensus quickly formed around 
imposing strict lockdown measures, 
but governments in some developed 
markets waited much longer and 
have since faced criticism over the 
consequences of perceived delays.

Pre-emptive containment measures were  
implemented at a relatively early stage
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OxCGRT collects publicly available information on 
17 indicators of government responses to create the 
Stringency Index. Eight of the policy indicators record 
information on containment and closure policies. Four of 
the indicators record economic policies, and five indicators 
record health system policies. The Stringency Index is shown 
from the day after the third Covid-19 death in each country. 

KSA

Germany

Mexico

France

Italy

UK

Japan

South Africa

DAY RELATIVE TO 3RD DEATH IN THE COUNTRY

 Swift lockdown
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France 18%

Italy  15%

UK  14%

Canada 8%

China 5%

Indonesia 5%

Japan 5%

US  5%

Germany 5%

Brazil 5%

India 3%

Turkey 3%

South Korea 2%

Australia 1%

Russia 1%

Mexico 12%

South Africa 2%

Argentina 2%

KSA  0.80%

Country      as of June 22  
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KSA’s prior resilience and focused medical response 
have resulted in the lowest case-fatality rate in the G20

Case-fatality rate Total tests per capita 
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Royal order that all Covid-19 
patients, including expatriates, 
are to receive free treatment 
at all public and private health 
care facilities in KSA 

Ministry of Health 
announces its central 
appointment system app, 
Mawid, has been updated 
to advise citizens whether 
to self-isolate or visit  
a hospital

KSA signs SAR 955m deal
with China’s BGI Group to 
conduct 9m Covid-19 tests 
in the Kingdom

Government allocates an 
additional SAR 47bn to the 
health care sector, to be 
disbursed as required to 
expand capacity

Ministry of Health opens 
100-bed field hospital 
to treat coronavirus 
cases in Makkah

Ministry of Health announces 
the introduction of drive-through 
Covid-19 test centres

March 30

March 21

April 26

April 15

May 1

May 20
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SAMA made concerted efforts to enable banks 
to support the real economy

KSA’s central bank was quick to 
respond to the crisis, announcing a 
series of moves designed to ensure 
the private sector and households 
could mitigate the unexpected 
challenges. In tandem with SAMA’s 
efforts, the Ministry of Finance 
unveiled stimulus packages totalling 
SAR 120bn, while also agreeing to pay 
salaries of Saudi workers at struggling 
private sector firms during the worst 
months of the crisis. 

Backed by the country’s institutions, 
KSA’s commercial banks felt secure 
to expand credit to the private sector 
during the first quarter of the year. 

Targeted approach

12% q-o-q growth in commercial bank lending 
to the private sector in Q1 2020 201% liquidity coverage ratio of KSA commercial 

banks as of end-Q1 202018.6% average capital adequacy ratio of KSA 
commercial banks at the end of Q1 2020

Key GCC central bank rates

as of June 15

KSA Repo Rate 1%

Kuwait CB Disc Rate 1.50%

Qatar ON lending rate 2.50%

UAE Repo Rate 0.75%

Bahrain ON Repo Rate 2.25%

Oman Repo Rate 0.50%

SAMA cuts the repo rate from 2.25% to 1.75% and the reserve repo rate 
from 1.75% to 1.25% following similar moves by the US Federal Reserve 

SAMA approved precautionary measures aimed at aiding private sector 
employees who lost their jobs due to the impact of Covid-19, as well as 
the refund of certain fees for those affected by travel plan cancellations

SAMA announces injection of SAR 50bn into the banking sector to 
enhance banking liquidity and enable banks to continue providing  
credit facilities for the private sector

SAMA directs banks to extend the validity of ATM cards that have 
expired, or are about to expire, until June 2

SAMA raised the monthly e-wallet top-up to SAR 20,000

SAMA pledged SAR 50bn to offset Covid-19 impact on private sector
• Of this, a stimulus package of about SAR 30bn was for banks and 

financing companies to delay the payment of the dues of the 
financial sector from SMEs for a period of six months

• Concessional finance of approximately SAR 13.2bn for SMEs through 
granting of loans by banks and finance companies to the SME sector 
to support business continuity and sector growth during the  
current stage

• SAR 6bn for banks and insurance companies to enable insurance 
entities (banks and insurance companies) to relieve SMEs from the 
financial costs of KAFALA Programme

SAMA initiatives to support use of POS systems and e-commerce by 
doing the following:

• Supporting payment fees of all stores and entities in the private 
sector for a period of three months with a total amount exceeding 
SAR 800m

• SAMA will pay these fees to payment service providers participating 
in the national system

• SAMA began coordinating with banks and finance companies 
to facilitate finance repayments of institutions affected by the 
precautionary measures implemented in the cities of Makkah  
and Medina

SAMA cuts the repo rate from 1.75% to 1% and the reserve repo rate 
from 1.25% to 0.50% in an effort to preserve monetary stability

March 3

March 29

June 1

April 12

March 26

March 14

 SAMA
 response

March 3

14
March

March
26

March
29

 April 
12

June 1
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Riyad Bank digital services

a Online account opening

a Online credit card application

a Online loan application

a Voice banking

a Digital for students

a Riyad Pay

a Virtual card

a Auto saving

a Auto dialler

Key digital 
achievements Q1 2020

Strong deal flow towards Riyad 
100  MSAR FinTech fund focused in 
FinTech

Extraordinary uptake by FinTech 
companies towards the digital 
partnership programme resulted in 
signing up with multiple companies

Digital customer account opening 
for individuals simplified and 
launched to the market with results 
exceeding expectations using 
Riyadbank.com and Riyad Mobile

Implemented debit card related 
services on Riyad Online with a 
delivery feature.

Hassad Mall launched on 
Riyad Online and Mobile to redeem 
the points online
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CASE STUDY: Despite the Covid-19 disruption, Riyad Bank experienced 
strong growth in Q1 2020 as it pivoted towards digital services 

Digital on-boarding growth trend, Q1 2020 (%)

Selected performance indicators, Q1 2020
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Source: Riyad Bank

The Covid-19 pandemic created 
unprecedented disruption to 
business across the world, and 
banks were no exception. 

Although the shock was 
unexpected, Riyad Bank was 
able to activate a preconceived 
Business Continuity Committee 
which took decisive action to 
allow operations to continue as 
seamlessly as possible. Workers 
were able to transition quickly 
to a work-from-home model, 
while customer and investor 
engagement went digital. Riyad 
Bank also ensured it supported 
employees and the wider 
community through the provision 
of health advice, supplies and 
other necessary items. 

Adaptation

CASE STUDY: Riyad Bank implemented a holistic response to  
ensure business continuity while supporting national efforts

 Riyad Bank
Covid-19
support

Community

 Business
continuity

Employees

InvestorsInvestors

Employees

Community

Customers

Business continuity

Customers

• 7000+ safety and hygiene boxes distributed
• 20+ awareness messages
• Provided hotlines to employees working 

remotely in case needed

• Executive management conducted 
calls with 60+ investors during Q1 
on a daily basis to provide updates 
related to Covid-19

• Activated Business Continuity Committee headed by CEO
• Activated remote access to allow 5000+ employees to 

work from home 
• Daily deep cleaning of all bank premises (HQ, branches and 

ATMs)
• 2600+ ATMs utilised

• Donated SAR 17m to support health endowment fund 
dedicated to tackling the coronavirus

• Donated SAR 10.73m to Community Fund initiative by the 
Ministry of Human Resource and Social Development

• Collaborated with charities and NGOs during the holy month 
of Ramadan to distribute 10,000 baskets of essential groceries 
to needy families

• Conducted marketing campaigns to encourage customers 
to use Riyad Online, Riyad Mobile, ATMs and the bank’s 
digital wallet

• Delivered ATM cards to customers’ homes so they could 
carry out their banking operations easily and safely

• Exempted stores and private firms from POS fees from 
March to June



The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia20 OBG Covid-19 Response Report July 2020

KSA’s resilience was bolstered by 
sustained investments in health 
and digital infrastructure and 
services

Low public and private debt 
combined with high FX reserves 
and a favourable sovereign 
credit rating allowed KSA to 
weather unexpected shocks

Steady growth in key banking 
indicators meant the industry 
entered the crisis in a position  
of strength

Riyad Bank was well positioned in 
key segments and benefits from 
its transformation programme 

Resilience
Containment measures were 
imposed quickly to limit 
community transmission in the 
early stages

Testing capacity was ramped up, 
and KSA has recorded one of the 
lowest case-fatality rates in  
the world

SAMA moved swiftly to support 
banks and alleviate the burden on 
private businesses and households

Domestic banks quickly pivoted 
towards digital operations to 
meet sudden shifts in consumer 
demand 

Response
What are KSA’s prospects for a 
swift economic rebound? 

How might fluctuations in 
oil prices impact the pace of 
growth? 

To what extent are Saudi 
consumers positive about the 
country’s economic trajectory?  

Will KSA banks be able to 
balance risk with the need to 
support economic recovery?    

Recovery
Will KSA be ready to capitalise 
on new business trends and 
opportunities that emerge from 
the pandemic? 

To what extent is government 
and corporate policy geared 
towards the industry of the 
future? 

How can banks support the 
lasting transformation of 
the economy and business 
environment? 

What impact did the pandemic 
have on the long-term goals for 
KSA’s financial services sector?  

Reinvention
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Source: IMF, Invest Saudi
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A positive growth forecast and robust FDI figures
bode well for recovery

Negative Positive
Average GDP growth, 2020-21* (%)

348 $4.6bn 40%
new FDI projects licensed in Q1 
2020, a 19% y-o-y increase and 
the strongest performance  
in 10 years

FDI inflows in 2019, up from 
$4.2bn the previous year and 
$1.4bn in 2017

q-o-q increase in Q1 2020 the 
number of new FDI projects 
in “Emerging Sectors”, which 
includes education, financial 
services, housing, Hajj and Umrah

Although no economy can 
escape the negative impact 
of Covid-19, the IMF projects 
that KSA will recover more 
quickly than advanced 
economies, as well as the 
Middle East and Central Asia 
region generally. 

In its April forecast, it 
projected that KSA’s economy 
would contract by -2.3% in 
2020, before growing 2.9% in 
2021, for an average of 0.3%.  

Rebound prospects



The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia July 202022 OBG Covid-19 Response Report

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

Despite a sharp initial 
decline in oil prices in the 
first quarter due to weaker 
demand, KSA’s prospects for 
recovery are strengthened 
by its competitive cost of 
production. With the second-
largest share of global oil 
production prior to the 
pandemic, KSA is likely to 
emerge from the crisis in a 
commanding position in global 
oil markets as competitors 
in the US struggle with 
breakeven costs. In turn, this 
should allow KSA to continue 
to partly fund diversification 
strategies and long-term 
development plans through  
its natural resources.

Market share

Although oil demand has fallen, KSA’s low cost of 
production may see it emerge in a position of strength

Share of world production, 2019

World oil demand (mb/d) 2019-2020*

Note: * 2019 = estimate and 2020 = forecast. Totals may not add up due to rounding.

Cost of oil production, 2018 ($)

World oil demand, 2019 vs 2020 (% change)

US

KSA

Russia

Canada

China

Iraq

UAE

Brazil

Iran

Kuwait

Others

19%29%

3%
3%
4%
4%

4%

12%

11%

5%
5%

UK 17.36 44.33

Brazil 9.45 34.99

Nigeria 8.81 28.99

Venezuela 7.94 27.62

Canada 11.56 26.64

US shale 5.85 23.35

Norway 4.24 21.31

US non-shale 5.15 20.99

Indonesia 6.87 19.71

Russia 2.98 19.21

Iraq 2.16 10.57

Iran 1.94 9.09

KSA 3 8.98

Production cost 
per barrel

Total cost per barrel 
(incl. taxes, admin and 
transport costs)

Country

Americas 25.62 24.47 18.95 24.48 25.116 23.28

Europe 14.34 12.95 9.67 13.25 13.68 12.4

Asia Pacific 7.96 7.88 6.25 6.64 7.4 7.04

Middle East 8.2 7.81 7.01 7.93 7.62 7.59

Africa 4.43 4.41 4.25 4.05 4.2 4.23

World total 99.67 92.39 81.3 92.28 96.3 90.59

Country 2019
Q1 

2020
Q3 

2020
Q2 

2020
Q4

2020
FY

2020

-15

-12

-9

-6

-3

0

World totalAfricaMiddle EastAsia PacificEuropeAmericas

Source: OPEC Kosatka; EIA
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Source: IPSOS Mori
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Compared to citizens of 
other G20 countries, Saudi 
participants in the May 2020 
Primary Consumer Sentiment 
Index survey were the most 
upbeat about their personal 
finances, with 25% describing 
them as strong and 56% as 
neutral. This is a positive sign 
for personal consumption and 
debt risk management as the 
country looks to recover from 
the pandemic. Meanwhile, 67% 
felt the economy would be 
stronger in six months’ time, 
suggesting support for the 
actions being taken to mitigate 
the economic challenges of the 
coronavirus outbreak.

Buoyant sentiment

KSA consumers have a relatively positive outlook for their personal  
finances and the wider economy, boding well for a robust recovery

Personal finances Economic prospects
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Banks in KSA are well placed for the recovery phase 
thanks to diversified risk and strength in key indicators

KSA banks are generally 
approaching the recovery phase 
with strong balance sheets and 
adequate risk levels. Commercial 
lending in the first quarter was well 
balanced across a broad range of 
sectors, meeting the twin objectives 
of supporting private businesses 
and limiting overexposure to 
vulnerable sectors. Elsewhere, NPL 
ratios among retail banks have been 
consistently low, and the default risk 
is limited as such loans are primarily 
secured by salary assignment, with 
the government continuing to pay 
the salaries of many private sector 
workers through the worst months 
of the crisis. Furthermore, SAMA 
had issued new rules and guidelines 
on the management of problem 
loans in January 2020, helping banks 
to identify and mitigate risks early.  

Risk limitation Capital and reserves Credit concentration

Risk-management indicators 
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% growth in credit extended by sector in Q1 2020

Return on assets
NPL ratio

Return on equity 

SAR 371bn 8.2% 5.9%total capital and reserves of 
commercial banks Q1 2020

q-o-q growth in capital
and reserves

y-o-y growth in capital 
and reserves
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CASE STUDY: Title

Source: source
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Title
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Source: Riyad Bank

Growth in active digital customers

Growth in digital penetration

Growth in Online (ROL + Mobile) & IVR transactions traffic

Growth in cashless payments

Growth in digital sales 

Growth in active digital customers

Growth in digital penetration

Growth in Online (ROL + Mobile) & IVR transactions traffic

Growth in cashless payments

Growth in digital sales 
30%

22%

19%

59%

117%

5%

2%

1%

5%

-4%

CASE STUDY: Riyad Bank’s customer base became increasingly acclimatised to 
digital banking in Q1 2020, paving the way for further growth in the segment

37%

1.01%

18.8%

11.2%

168%

of customers classified as 
active digital customers
in Q1 2020

NPL ratio in Q1 2020

CAR in Q1 2020

y-o-y growth in customer 
deposits in Q1 2020

liquidity coverage ratio
in Q1 2020

Q-o-q growth, Q1 2020
Riyad Bank digital performance

Y-o-y growth, Q1 2020
Riyad Bank digital performance Key performance

indicators
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KSA’s resilience was bolstered by 
sustained investments in health 
and digital infrastructure and 
services

Low public and private debt 
combined with high FX reserves 
and a favourable sovereign 
credit rating allowed KSA to 
weather unexpected shocks

Steady growth in key banking 
indicators meant the industry 
entered the crisis in a position  
of strength

Riyad Bank was well positioned in 
key segments and benefits from 
its transformation programme 

Resilience
Containment measures were 
imposed quickly to limit 
community transmission in the 
early stages

Testing capacity was ramped up 
and KSA has recorded one of the 
lowest case-fatality rates in  
the world

SAMA moved swiftly to support 
banks and alleviate the burden on 
private businesses and households

Domestic banks quickly pivoted 
towards digital operations to 
meet sudden shifts in consumer 
demand 

Response
KSA’s economy forecast to recover 
faster than many of its G20 peers

Low cost of oil production and vast 
resources means KSA could emerge 
from the crisis in a commanding 
position in global energy markets 

Consumers in KSA relatively 
optimistic about personal finances 
and national prospects for recovery

Positive risk-management 
indicators leave KSA banks well 
placed for the post-pandemic era 

Recovery
Will KSA be ready to capitalise 
on new business trends and 
opportunities that emerge from 
the pandemic? 

To what extent is government 
and corporate policy geared 
towards the industry of the 
future? 

How can banks support the 
lasting transformation of 
the economy and business 
environment? 

What impact did the pandemic 
have on the long-term goals for 
KSA’s financial services sector?  

Reinvention
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Financial literacy

Source: SAMA; FSDP; KAMCO Invest

The lack of savings culture in KSA can be 
partly attributed to relatively low levels 
of financial literacy. A 2018 report by 
the King Khalid Foundation found that 
44% of Saudi adults reported regularly 
saving, whereas the average was 71% 
in high-income countries and 48% in 
low-income countries. World Bank data 
estimates that 31% of Saudi citizens are 
financially literate, compared to 32% in 
Mexico, 57% in the US and 67% in the 
UK. Concerted efforts to raise financial 
literacy could do much to spread 
awareness about the personal and 
national benefits of savings. The FSDP 
has targeted the raising of financial 
literacy levels in tandem with savings 
goals. To this end, SAMA has been 
working with stakeholders to stimulate 
the demand side for financial services. 
With the coronavirus pandemic making 
people much more conscious of their 
personal finances, renewed financial 
education efforts could generate 
substantial rewards.  

450

470

490

510

530

550

Q1 2020Q4 2019Q3 2019Q2 2019Q1 2019

0 200000 400000 600000 800000 1000000 1200000

APR-20
MAR-20
FEB-20
JAN-20

0 100000 200000 300000 400000 500000

APR-20
MAR-20
FEB-20
JAN-20

0 500000 1000000 1500000 2000000

APR-20
MAR-20
FEB-20
JAN-20

 Savings
culture

FSDP

• Formulation of National Savings 
Strategy 

• Identification of KPIs
• Opening of government bond 

market to retail investors 
• Commitment to Strategy 2022 

pension reform

• Amount held in savings 
 products: SAR 400bn
• Types of savings products 

available: 9
• Percentage of households saving 

on a regular basis: 29%
• Savings ratio of household 

disposable income: 7.5%

The FSDP aims to develop a diversified and 
effective financial sector to support the 
development of the national economy, diversify 
its sources of income, and stimulate savings, 
finance and investment. It intends to achieve 
this ambition by enabling financial institutions 
to support private sector growth, ensuring the 
formation of an advanced capital market, and 
promoting and enabling financial planning.  

Traditionally there has been limited 
appetite for the private sector to promote 
interest-bearing savings and limited 
availability of incentives. An underdeveloped 
savings market has negative effects on 
household financial planning and  
long-term bank deposits. 

• Demand deposits increased through the first quarter of the year as the pandemic curtailed discretionary spending 
• However, this was offset by a decline in long-term deposits, suggesting KSA businesses and households froze savings 

plans or accessed reserves to mitigate financial pressures
• Riyad Bank saw demand deposits increase by 8.3% q-o-q in Q1 2020. Saving deposits increased by 0.1% but time 

deposits fell by 10.7%
• The pandemic has highlighted the importance of nurturing a savings culture in KSA. This can strengthen the 

resilience of households and businesses to future shocks, further boost the liquidity of banks and alleviate the  
fiscal burden on the state

Challenges to
increasing savings

Impact of Covid-19

Savings targets 2020

 Key government
actions taken

Breakdown of deposits in KSA banks (SAR m)

KSA listed banks’ customer deposits ($ bn)

Total demand deposits 

Total time and savings deposits

Total bank deposits 

REINVENTIONRECOVERYRESPONSERESILIENCE

How is Covid-19 impacting the Financial Sector 
Development Programme (FSDP)? 
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Source: SAMA; FSDP; Jadwa Investment; OBG research

SME
financing

The theme of the Saudi G20 Presidency 
in 2020 is “Realising Opportunities of the 
21st Century for All”.

KSA’s G20 Presidency is collaborating 
with the Global Partnership for Financial 
Inclusion (GPFI) on harnessing digital 
and innovative technologies to boost the 
financial well-being of youth, women and 
SMEs.

One of the priorities is to formulate 
high-level policy guidelines on digital 
financial inclusion for youth, women and 
SMEs.  Particular emphasis is placed on 
developing countries and MENA.

For SMEs, an assessment of the most 
promising and innovative financing 
products and business models will be 
conducted. Policy interventions will be 
highlighted that promote innovative and 
responsible access to digital financial 
services to unleash SMEs’ full potential 
and contribution to GDP in both advanced 
and emerging markets.
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What are the implications of Covid-19 for 
SME banking in KSA?

SMEs in KSA

• In a resource-rich country like KSA, the pandemic has 
emphasised the important role SMEs have to play in driving 
economic diversification and dynamism, which will help to 
enhance resilience to future external shocks

• Riyad Bank followed the SAMA directives and also launched 
POS financing and debit cards for micro/SMEs in Q1 2020, 
helping them to ensure business continuity 

• Riyad Bank has set a target of growing the SME banking 
segment through superior value proposition. It also 
aims to double return on capital in corporate banking by 
streamlining the SME credit pipeline.  

• Big data analytics and automated machine learning can 
be leveraged to better understand SMEs’ risk profile and 
needs, helping banks to tailor lending options accordingly 

• With the pandemic accelerating SME acclimatisation to 
financial technology, fintech peer-to-peer and crowd-
lending platforms are likely to further disrupt SME lending 
in KSA in the post-pandemic era. Banks must decide 
whether to collaborate, compete or vacate.

• Domestic banks can enhance their own innovation 
ecosystems to find profitable ways to meet growing 
demand from the SME segment, stimulating economic 
recovery in the process

 Banks have traditionally favoured financing larger 
corporates that play dominant roles in their respective 
sectors. SMEs perceived as having less diversified and 
weaker financial structures, resulting in unnecessary 
borrowing risk. Incentivising the banking sector to finance 
SMEs will help to strengthen the private sector and 
diversify the economy, boost job creation, and address core 
bankability and SME growth issues.

• 950,000 registered SMEs employing 1m 
Saudis and 3.7m expatriates (end-2017)

• By sector, the largest SME employers are 
wholesale & retail, manufacturing, and 
accommodation and food

• FSDP aims to increase the share of 
SME  financing at banks to 5% by 2020 
(already achieved)

• FSDP aims to raise SME contribution to 
KSA’s GDP from 20% to 35% by 2030

• 17 initiatives planned or being implemented, defined by SME Authority’s 
 SME Financing Strategy
• 7 initiatives planned or under way, defined by Ministry of Economy and  

Planning study on unlocking credit for private sector
• Improvements made to SME credit assessment ecosystem: 
 - Bayan credit bureau established in 2015 focused on B2B data
 - Stakeholders collaborating on a digital database using AI and blockchain 
  to provide data on company finances
• As part of a SAR 50bn Covid-19 stimulus package, SAMA announced a Deferred 

Payments Programme to support the financing of SMEs by offering SAR 30bn to 
banks and finance companies to delay loan payments due from SMEs for a period 
of six months. It also announced a Loan Guarantee Programme (KAFALAH) to 
support the financing of SMEs by offering SAR 6bn to financiers to exempt SMEs 
from paying KAFALAH fees and support finance expansion in 2020.

    “The financing of SMEs still presents a considerable challenge. However, 
technology and innovations have the potential to bridge this gap. For example, 
technologically advanced solutions tailored to SMEs could help entrepreneurs 
develop their businesses by increasing financial planning capabilities, transparency 
and governance standards. Aside from this, technology allows companies to 
drastically reduce operational costs, provide data about credit capacity and 
accurately assess the efficiency level of SMEs.” – Tareq Al Sadhan, CEO, Riyad Bank 

Key gov’t and SAMA actions taken
Covid-19 and the future of SME banking

Challenges to improving SME finance

KSA SMEs by size

Proportion of SME lending in total 
commercial loans, 2016 (%)

KSA G20 leadership 

*rose to 5.7% by Q4 2019
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Source: Riyad Bank

Riyad Bank launched its transformation 
programme in 2018 under the four 
pillars of retail sales, corporate sales, 
innovation and performance culture. 
Like all corporations, Riyad Bank’s long-
term planning could not have anticipated 
that 2020 would be marked by the 
profound disruption of a global pandemic. 
Nevertheless, the progress achieved 
through  its transformation programme 
to date has helped the bank demonstrate 
agility when it was needed. As shown 
on slides 18 and 25, its commitment to 
innovation allowed it to respond to the 
rapid shift in demand for digital banking 
services, while improvements in its 
performance culture helped it transition 
quickly to remote-working practices while 
maintaining high levels of service. 

As KSA tentatively looks to a post-
pandemic future, Riyad Bank can be 
optimistic about the prospects to enhance 
its position in the corporate and retail 
banking segments, while supporting the 
needs of businesses and consumers alike.  
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CASE STUDY: Is Riyad Bank ready for the 
post-pandemic era?

Accelerated transition

Transformation
programme

 Retail sales priorities

• Leadership balance: achieve a balance 
of styles between corporate leaders, 
helping to maximise the performance 
of their teams

• Customer focus: create a customer-
centric culture where external and 
internal clients are central  
to everything 

• Accountability: create a sense of 
ownership of business outcomes at all 
levels of the organisation

• Capability: foster the bank’s human 
capital to ensure a continuous 
pipeline of talent

• Improve sales productivity across new and 
existing channels

• Grow private, affluent and SME segments 
through superior value proposition

• Strengthen execution capabilities to drive and 
mirror best practices and innovation trends

• Most innovative solution provider for digital 
offerings and payments 

• Double return on capital of the 
corporate portfolio through 
institutionalised account planning and 
streamlining of the SME/commercial 
credit pipeline

• Enhance effectiveness of the sales 
force and cross-selling opportunities 

• Align product offering and sales focus 
with Vision 2030 growth sectors

• To acquire new-to-bank customers 
through end-to-end digital  
on-boarding

• To make a leap in digital sales and 
revenue

• To bring the next generation of 
support services by leveraging AI and 
analytics

• To be the ‘beloved’ bank of families, 
students and micro-enterprises

• To partner with fintech and digital 
start-ups to bring innovative solutions 

Corporate sales priorities  Innovation priorities

 Performance culture
 priorities

Performance culture

RB Organisational Health Index ranking

Net income retail banking (SAR m)

Total assets corporate banking (SAR bn)
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KSA’s resilience was bolstered by 
sustained investments in health 
and digital infrastructure and 
services

Low public and private debt 
combined with high FX reserves 
and a favourable sovereign 
credit rating allowed KSA to 
weather unexpected shocks

Steady growth in key banking 
indicators meant the industry 
entered the crisis in a position  
of strength

Riyad Bank was well positioned in 
key segments and benefits from 
its transformation programme 

Resilience
Containment measures were 
imposed quickly to limit 
community transmission in the 
early stages

Testing capacity was ramped up 
and KSA has recorded one of the 
lowest case-fatality rates in  
the world

SAMA moved swiftly to support 
banks and alleviate the burden on 
private businesses and households

Domestic banks quickly pivoted 
towards digital operations to 
meet sudden shifts in consumer 
demand 

Response
KSA’s economy forecast to recover 
faster than many of its G20 peers

Low cost of oil production and vast 
resources means KSA could emerge 
from the crisis in a commanding 
position in global energy markets 

Consumers in KSA relatively 
optimistic about personal finances 
and national prospects for recovery

Positive risk-management 
indicators leave KSA banks well 
placed for the post-pandemic era 

Recovery
National policies and planning 
are enhancing the ecosystem for 
the digital economy to flourish  

The pandemic has shown the 
need for further efforts to 
cultivate a savings culture in KSA 
to enhance future resilience

With greater access to finance, 
SMEs can play a greater role 
in accelerating economic 
diversification and dynamism 

Riyad Bank’s ongoing 
transformation programme is 
well suited to the needs of the 
future economy

Reinvention
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6Although global demand has slumped, 
KSA’s relatively low cost of oil production 
and abundant reserves mean it could 
emerge in a stronger position in global 
oil markets as competitors face higher 
breakeven costs 

The transition towards digital banking 
and commerce has accelerated during 
the pandemic. Riyad Bank demonstrated 
agility and ingenuity, building on 
existing plans to quickly respond to 
shifts in demand and prepare for new 
opportunities. 

The pandemic underscored many key 
priorities of Vision 2030 and the FSDP. In 
particular, continued efforts to cultivate a 
savings culture and support SME growth 
can help the economy diversify and 
innovate, while reducing the burden  
on state finances.    

Low public and private debt, high FX 
reserves and a strong sovereign credit 
rating gave KSA the fiscal space to 
absorb the shock to the economy and 
plug temporary revenue shortfalls 

Integrated stimulus and support 
measures from the government and 
SAMA helped alleviate the burden on 
banks, and enabled private businesses 
and households to mitigate the most 
severe economic challenges of the crisis 

KSA was able to limit the health 
impacts of the pandemic through a 
combination of strong and innovative 
medical infrastructure, scaled-up testing 
capacity, swift containment measures 
and favourable demographics. If the virus 
remains contained, the economy could 
recover relatively quickly. 
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