A Visit to Saudi Arabia

The National Council on U.S.-Arab Relations, Saudi Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and Saudi Aramco sponsored this study visit to Saudi Arabia to in order to bring Americans and Saudi Arabians together to discuss issues of common concern. Outreach Director, Linda Adams, was invited to visit Saudi Arabia in November of 2005.

The Saudi Arabian Airlines plane took off accompanied by a prayer in Arabic for our families left behind and our safe journey on the 12-hour flight from New York to Riyadh.  The spectacular Riyadh airport was an apt introduction to what we saw as we traveled throughout the country.  Development began in Saudi Arabia with the discovery of oil in the second half of the last century resulting in cities filled with beautiful, modern buildings that are all only a few decades old.

The world’s largest producer of oil and natural gas and the location of 25% of the world’s existing reserves, Saudi Arabia has 90 years of oil and gas production ahead of it.   Saudi Aramco is the engine that drives the Saudi economy and the hosts for the first part of our visit. 

The first stop on the tour of the Saudi Aramco facilities was a visit to the computer center, a bank of screens that is 10 feet high and 220 feet long. These facilities are said to have four times the computing capabilities of NASA.  Here engineers monitor the flow of 12 percent of the world’s daily oil production, manage production and pipeline flows, as well as, directing giant tankers to the export terminals, tracking 10 million barrels of oil each day.  Saudi Aramco takes very seriously its commitment to be a reliable supplier of energy and has invested heavily in technology to help in finding new oil and gas reserves and more efficient extraction techniques.  The new Research and Development Center houses scientists in an enormous state-of-the art research facility.

Saudi Aramco is one of the largest employers in the Kingdom employing 45,000 Saudi workers.  The company also employs a significant number of employees from the United States and other countries who live and work at the Aramco compound.   Inside this compound women drive and are not required to wear the traditional Saudi abiya when they go out.

The compound includes houses, apartments, a good-sized grocery store, guesthouse, recreation facilities, schools, and the Community Heritage Gallery.  Displays there included tradi​tional Bedouin life and desert lore.  The trees and gardens were a stark contrast to the desert surrounding the compound and one of my colleagues commented that it looked like Phoenix. Water is provided by enormous desalinization facilities that utilize cutting edge technologies.  One-fifth of the world’s desal water is created here and it truly is the lifeblood of the country.

Early the next morning we were off to the Dhahran Ahliyya School.  This is a beautiful, private, competitive school with the girls’ school on one side and the boys on the other. We met with a class of seniors who all spoke English perfectly and had all traveled to the US or Europe.   We then drove past McDonalds, Burger King, and other franchise restaurants to get to King Fahad University of Petroleum Engineering where we learned that about 90% of the faculty had been educated in the US.  Graduates from this all male university receive 4 job offers each upon graduation. During our tour we met a consultant from Utah who was installing some new equipment.
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We left Dhahran in an Aramco plane and flew for an hour and a half across the Empty Quarter to the red sand dunes of Shaybah, an oil and gas facility in a very remote part of Saudi Arabia, close to the border with the United Arab Emirates…a border that we were told is marked with a line of palm trees.   We arrived just as the sun was setting and scrambled to the top of the nearest dune to watch darkness descend on the desert.  The lights from this new, state of the art oil and gas production facility sparkled brightly in the distance. We were treated to a traditional meal of roast lamb, rice and many other delicacies.  During the feast, Saudi poet, Nimah Ismail Nawwab, read from her book, The Unfurling. This was an unforgettable evening and it was with regret that we boarded the plane for the flight to Riyadh.




This modern, bustling city was a stark contrast to the peace of the Empty Quarter.  From the hotel window, one could see the 99-floor Kingdom Center and the equally impressive Al Faisaliah Center, both dramatically lit up all night. There has been more change in Saudi Arabia in the past 60 years than in the previous 13 centuries.  Riyadh has grown from a sleepy desert town of 60,000 in the l950s to a modern city of 4.5 million.  The population of the kingdom has grown from 6.2 million in l970 to 24 million in 2003, with the average Saudi woman having 6 or 7 children. 

While in Riyadh we met with the Saudi Ministry of Economy and Planning and the Saudi Investment Authority.  In these meetings we learned that guest workers make up about 7 million…nearly half the kingdom’s working age population…include an elite class of physicians, engineers, scientific researchers and managers…also truck drivers, factory workers, laborers, domestics, shop clerks…who welcome the jobs that the Saudis don’t want. The most critical issue facing the Saudis is the large number of young people who have grown up in a society where their education did little to prepare them to work.  In an attempt to deal with the enormous level of unemployment (15-30%), the government is actively trying to replace guest workers with Saudis.  The Saudization policy provides large interest-free loans to any citizen who wants to start a business and funds vocational training.  Even after 20 years of this policy, foreign workers still make up 90 percent of all private sector workers.

We were also honored by a visit to the Majlis Ash-Shura, which is housed in an enormous domed hall on the grounds of the Royal Palace.  King Fahd created this consultative assembly in l992 and its members are the most educated members of government anywhere.  Of its 120 members there are 77 doctorates or medical degrees; 87 graduates of major Western Universities and 12 hold degrees in religious studies.  Today members are appointed by the king but many see this as a possible forerunner to an elected legislature that might some day share power with the king. 

The term majlis comes from the Bedouin tradition and is derived from the name of the main living area in an Arab household where guests are received.  This is an age-old custom that offers people access straight to the top—even to the king.  Saudi citizens can present petitions to the ruler one by one, covering all sorts of matters such as family problems, new businesses, land disputes, or grazing rights. 

The next round of meetings included the Saudi Committee for the Development of International Trade, the GCC, and the Minister of Social Affairs.  This was interesting in that as we entered the Minister’s office, the Minister was called out to meet with a group in wheelchairs who had come to discuss the problems they were having with handicapped access to buildings.  The Minister apologized but said that he had to talk with them briefly.  He came back about five minutes later and we began our discussions.  This direct approach to government was a lot easier when the population was smaller but he felt strongly that citizens should have direct access to their leaders.

This afternoon was free and several of us decided to go to the Kingdom Center Skybridge where the views of Riyadh from the 99th floor are said to be spectacular.  We took a cab to the building only to find that everything was closed from 1-4 pm.  We enjoyed walking around the mall that had all the same stores one would find in Washington DC or London. 

Our group went outside to sit in the sun while we waited for the building to open.  I put my camera down on the bench and when it was time to go, forgot it.  Cameras are prohibited from the skybridge and when I went to check mine, I noticed that it was gone.  We took the elevator to the top of the building walked across the bridge and came down in a subdued mood.  Everyone felt terrible; however, we went to where my camera had last been seen and asked one of the numerous security people around the building if anyone had seen it.  Much to our surprise, they whisked us into the security office where my camera sat on a desk.  Everyone was laughing and sharing my relief.  Then off we went for high tea in the Globe Restaurant in the Al Faisaliah Center, another beautiful, modern skyscraper built over another high-end mall.  The number of shopping malls is astounding, especially when women cover what they are wearing with an abiya!

The heightened security around our hotel should have tipped us off that someone important was there.  The Iraqi Minister of the Interior was eating dinner there so several of us went to a fast-food restaurant around the corner.  This was an interesting experience because we had to eat in the family section, as there were women in our group.  Regular style restaurant booths had a cloth curtain that was to be closed so that women could eat in privacy.  The menu was varied and the price was reasonable. 

On the road early again…this time to visit the King Abdul Aziz Humanitarian Village. This is a very new, very beautiful hospital and rehab center filled with cutting edge technology and staffed with people from the US, China, and other countries, with only a few Saudis working there.  In a country that has no rivers, they have built a stream that runs between the buildings, lush gardens, ponds, and fountains surround the just-finished medical buildings.  The amount of desalinated water used is staggering. At present they have 200 beds but are working on adding another 200.  There are a huge number of auto accidents in the kingdom…and you can’t blame women drivers!

Other meetings included a stop at the Oil Ministry and a meeting with a very successful Saudi industrialist who started manufacturing air conditioners 30 years ago.  It is a family business…he has 11 brothers…all educated in the United States except one.  He now has businesses all over the world that employ thousands of people.  He stressed the longstanding friendship Saudi Arabia has had with the United States and mentioned the many business partnerships he has with the US.  Utah native, Jon Huntsman, Sr., was expected to visit him the week after we left.  This elderly businessman giggled at the way he and Jon Huntsman compared family pictures. I am not sure who had the largest family!

The King Abdul Aziz Historical Center is a national landmark and includes parks and green areas, as well as an oasis of 100 palm trees!  The palm tree is a symbol of patience and gratitude and symbolizes the years of struggle of the Kingdom.  This incredible museum houses fossils and antiquities, as well as a research library.

On to Jiddah…another plane trip of about an hour and this time there were pilgrims on the plane dressed in the white garments required to do Umrah or a small pilgrimage to Mecca.  Jiddah is a city of about two million situated on the Red Sea and is the jumping off place for pilgrims from all over the world on their way to visit Mecca and Medina, Islam’s most holy sites.   

As late as the l960s, Jiddah’s skyline consisted of white minarets of the numerous mosques, townhouses, and the celebrated port. Today, the skyline dominated by towering glass and steel skyscrapers.  Through a concerted effort at preservation, Old Jiddah remains home to 50,000 people and the location of a thriving souk with narrow streets and alleys filled with every imaginable kind of merchandise sold by people from all over the Middle East. 

Sami Nawar, head of the Historical Area Preservation Department, led us on a tour of the Nasif House.  The house is 150 years old and Ottoman in style.  This traditional house has some fifty ornately decorated rooms on four floors and boasts the only tree in Jiddah.  The house is built of local coral limestone, hand-hewn into square-cut blocks, reinforced with timber beams faced with plaster.  Windows were masked by elaborately carved wooden shutters and latticed screens that projected beyond the walls of the building to catch every breath of breeze. 

A small screen porch sits atop the house providing a view in all directions.  Here, Sami Nawar told us about his time in the United States as a student during the 1970s and a driving trip he and several friends decided to take across the country in their Trans Ams.  He mentioned stopping in a small Utah town on a Sunday to buy some gas and being asked why he wasn’t in church by an older gentleman.  He was then asked where he was from and with his engaging personality soon had everyone laughing about how he was paying cash for gas that came from his country.  The world seemed very small sitting atop the Najif House, listening to Sami talk about driving through Utah.

A drive took us along the corniche, a stretch of highway that parallels the Red Sea for many miles and is the location of numerous sculptures by Henri Moor, Vassarely, Cesar and others. It is best seen from a bus and is equally impressive at night when the sculptures are lighted. The only distraction was the presence of desalination plants spewing smoke into the air and set right in the most luxurious areas.


The Jiddah Chamber of Commerce and Industry is located at the top of a contemporary steel and glass building with stunning views of this fascinating city. Here we were met with great news that for the first time in the history of Saudi Arabia, two women had been elected to the 18 member Chamber of Commerce and Industry.  Municipal elections, including women, are coming but there is resistance in the conservative heartland. Members of this organization were critical of the media and saw it driving a wedge between the US and Saudi Arabia.  They were horrified that many of the Sept. 11 terrorists had come from Saudi Arabia (non were educated in the US) and were very concerned about future relationships with the United States.

The next visit was to Effet College, the first private university college for women in Saudi Arabia.  The college opened in 1999 and is located on a beautiful campus and has facilities for live-in students and those who commute.  They offer degrees in computer science, English language, psychology, education, business, engineering, and architecture.    

The students and faculty were warm and engaging.  The feeling from these interesting young women was that when terrorists attacked Saudi Arabia a tipping point was reached resulting in unprecedented change for women to express themselves more.  Government offices are beginning to respond and the mood was one of optimism with regard to future liberalization with regard to women’s issues such as driving.  Whatever changes are made, it is vital to allow time for rural, more conservative citizens to adjust.

We had been warned about Saudi generosity but were unprepared for the genuine warmth and sincere desire to make us feel at home.   We were welcomed to each meeting with small cups of cardamom coffee and dates, usually followed by cups of steaming tea. I was expecting the Saudis we met with to be much more reserved and distant.  What our delegation experienced was a genuine sense of hospitality and desire to share their culture with us.  Many Saudis have visited the United States to go to school or on vacation so they know a great deal more about us than we know about them.  I am very grateful for the opportunity to visit Saudi Arabia, a fascinating place with a rich culture that is modernizing at its own pace.

Outreach Update…

The Rocky Mountain Model Arab League will be held at the University of Utah on February 23-25, 2006.  For additional information, call 581-6181.  The team will compete at the National Model Arab League in April.

Additions to the Resource Room…

We have purchased a number of new resources for a complete guide to the Resource Room, give us a call or check out the video guide on the Center’s website—www.hum.utah.edu/mec 
Summer Inservice Workshop – June 13 and 14, 2006, again at the Homestead in Midway.  This workshop will fill up quickly.  Call the Outreach office to pre-register.  581-5003. 
Dar al Islam Teacher’s Institute—Understanding and Teaching About Islam

This is a unique two-week residential program held during July in New Mexico. Participants pay only for their travel and incidental expenses.  Contact Karima Alavi at Kdalavi@cybermesa.com for additional information.

Saudi Poet Nimah Ismail Nawwab 





When considering Saudi Arabia, it is important to remember that there is a great difference between tradition and religion.  Many aspects of Saudi culture come from its traditional society and are not religious in origin. Change will come slowly…but change is going to come!





          Linda Adams in front of the Seaside Mosque on the Red Sea.
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