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Introduction
Saudi Arabia acceded to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination on 23 September 1997. Under article 9, paragraph 1, of the Convention, States parties pledge to submit a report to the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination within one year of the Convention's entry into force and then every two years. However, Saudi Arabia's 2020 report has been delayed for more than three years.
Saudi Arabia's legislation currently contains numerous articles and texts prohibiting all forms of racial discrimination and recognizing the enjoyment by all individuals of all fundamental human rights without discrimination based on race, origin, religion, color or sex. Reality indicates that although there are legal provisions in Saudi Arabia to reduce racial discrimination, Partners Foundation has found that the Government's efforts to address racial discrimination on various occasions need to be more effective.
In light of the above, Partners for Transparency presents through this report an overview and detailed observations on Saudi Arabia’s adherence to the provisions of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination on the occasion of its review before the CERD at its 114th session, by focusing on the convention’s most important articles involving certain human rights issues of a special interest to Partners foundation, which will be addressed in detail as follows:



Racial violence and racist hate speech 
Saudi Arabia is obliged under item 2 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination not to perform any act or practice of racial discrimination and to take all appropriate means and policies to eliminate racial discrimination.
Partners for Transparency commends the determined efforts of Saudi Arabia to combat hate speech that incites racism, extremism and violence. In this regard, Saudi Arabia managed through the global center to combat extremism “Etidal” in collaboration with various social media platforms to erase over 75 million extremist content that incites racial hatred during February 2022 and March 2024; in order to hinder the proliferation of racial and extremist conceptions, limit their access to larger segments of the society, particularly youth who spend a long time on the internet, dry out the sources of hate in mass media, encourage people to report hate crimes, and promote a culture of human coexistence.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  How has the Kingdom managed to combat hate speech and extremism in the digital space?, Newspaper Forfeet, 22 June 2024, link: https://tinyl.io/BZKm] 

However, racial violence against persons of immigrant origin and asylum seekers trying to access Saudi Arabia has been an increasing concern over recent years. In this regard, Partners foundation found some incidents where migrant and refugee students experienced several patterns of violence based on national or ethnic origin by law enforcement authorities in Saudi Arabia, particularly during attempts to access the country across Yemen’s borders, often resulting in death. From March 2022 to June 2023, for instance, at least 650 Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers were killed while attempting to cross the Yemen’s Saudi borders by the widespread and systemic use of explosive weapons and shooting at point-blank range of migrants, which is considered a pattern of prohibited racial violence under Item 2 of the Convention.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Saudi guards killed hundreds of migrants crossing border from Yemen, rights group says, CNN, August 21, 2023, link: https://tinyl.io/BYQV] 

Despite efforts made by Saudi Arabia in combatting hate speech, including the training of trainers program organized by the Saudi human rights commission in collaboration with the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on enhancing the effectiveness of anti-discrimination laws and policies with the participation of a number of governmental bodies in December 2023, racist hate speech against migrant workers continues to be a persistent pattern in Saudi Arabia.
In September 2024, a number of racist and discriminatory statements were made by senior executives of the Neom Mega City Project in Saudi Arabia, in which they described south Asian migrant workers as “idiots” stressing that “this is why white people are at the top of the hierarchy”, as well as describing an Afro-black employee as a "dirty black woman". This is a clear violation of the principles of equality and human dignity and a clear form of hate speech that contributes to strengthening the negative stereotype towards migrant workers.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Neom: Executives Running Saudi Arabia’s Megacity Project Accused Of Racism & Inappropriate Workplace Behavior, Deadline, September 13, 2024, link: https://tinyl.io/BYT6] 

Although the Saudi legal system contains several provisions addressing the principle of equality and the prohibition of discrimination, as set out in paragraph 69 of the State party's report, However, Partners foundation noticed an operational gap between these provisions and practical reality, owing mostly to the absence of a comprehensive and unified law criminalizing all forms of discrimination in Saudi Arabia. Despite the recommendations of the Saudi Human Rights Commission to develop a unified and comprehensive law prohibiting racial discrimination in accordance with the requirements of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, which was recognized by the Saudi authorities in paragraph 68 of their national report to the Committee. Consequently, the absence of an integrated national legislation on racial discrimination consistent with international standards is an obstacle to the realization of the principle of equality and equity of rights in the Kingdom.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Saudi Arabia's Human Rights Authority recommends criminalizing racial discrimination, Arabic, May 20, 2020, link: https://tinyl.io/BYcU] 

Forced or unlawful return of migrants and asylum seekers
Saudi Arabia is obliged under article 2 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination to review government policies leading to the establishment or perpetuation of racial discrimination. However, asylum seekers and migrants to Saudi Arabia are constantly subjected to forced and unlawful refoulement accompanied by violence, particularly asylum seekers fleeing violence in Africa and coming to Saudi Arabia across the border with Yemen.
However, reports by the IOM in June 2023 uncovered the forced return of more than 100 thousand Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers from Saudi Arabia by the Saudi authorities in 2022 included one in six from the state of Tigray, which was experiencing violent armed conflict and civil wars between the Ethiopian Government and Tigray regional forces, While nearly half of Saudi Arabia's returnees were from drought-affected areas of Ethiopia.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  IOM Ethiopia: Migration Management Overview (May 2023), Relief web, 26 Jun 2023, link: https://tinyl.io/BYeS] 

Testimonies from migrants and asylum seekers returning from Saudi Arabia indicate that Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers have been detained for prolonged periods of up to 11 months without charge or trial in detention centers. Detainees lacked food, water, hygiene and medical care in detention centers and suffered ill-treatment by detention center officials, and poor health conditions caused the spread of infectious diseases such as tuberculosis.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Saudi Arabia, Us department of state, link: https://tinyl.io/BYgc] 

The forcible return of Ethiopian asylum seekers came without the Saudi authorities allowing individual assessments of a person's right to seek international protection, although there are reasonable grounds to believe that returning migrants and asylum seekers may be at risk of persecution, torture, rape or other forms of ill-treatment or threat to life. This constitutes a pattern of racial discrimination towards Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers compared to other migrants, including those from Syria and Yemen.
Equal treatment under the law
Article 5 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination obliges States parties to the Convention to ensure that everyone enjoys human rights without distinction as to race, color or national or ethnic origin, particularly civil rights such as the right to nationality, movement and mobility, and economic, social and cultural rights such as the right to work under fair and satisfactory conditions and to equal pay for equal work.
The Saudi authorities have made remarkable progress over the past years in ensuring migrant workers' rights and equal treatment with citizen workers. In this regard, in March 2021, the Saudi government introduced labor reforms that ease restrictions on migrant workers under the Kafala system and allow migrant workers covered by the Labor Code to change their jobs, move around and travel freely without the need for employer's consent. This has had a significant impact on improving the working conditions of a large segment of the Kingdom's migrant workers and their equal rights with Saudi workers.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Labor reforms in Saudi Arabia: An ambitious focus on foreign workers and unemployment, The Gulf Arab States Institute in Washington, March 17, 2021, Link: https://tinyl.io/BZIN] 

However, despite insufficient data, Partners foundation noticed that a wide spectrum of people in Saudi Arabia, including members of Bedoun communities and migrant workers, suffer from unfair discrimination in the enjoyment of civil rights such as the right to nationality, movement and mobility, Economic, social and cultural rights such as the right to work on fair and satisfactory conditions, equal pay for equal work, the formation and membership of trade unions and access to education and health services.
In this regard, the UN estimates that there are some 70 thousand stateless persons in Saudi Arabia, called "Bedoun", a group of people born in Saudi Arabia, mostly descendants of Bedouin tribes who failed to obtain citizenship under the country's founder, King Abdulaziz,[footnoteRef:8] as a result of their lack of nationality, Bedoun were unable to obtain passports or identity papers, which left them facing serious difficulties in accessing basic services such as health care, education, adequate employment opportunities and government subsidies, as did other citizens in Saudi Arabia.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Ibid]  [9:  “Bedoun "in Saudi Arabia after naturalization operations" Entertainment Authority ", News, April 12, 2024, link: https://tinyl.io/BYn6] 

The authorities' labor reforms to the Saudi labor system for expatriates do not amount to dismantling the Kafala system entirely, and exclude migrant workers who are not covered by the Labor Code, including domestic workers and farmers who face unfair discrimination in the enjoyment of a wide range of rights under article 5 of the Convention, including the right to freedom of movement and to work on fair and satisfactory terms. According to labor force data from the first quarter of 2024, non-citizen women in Saudi Arabia work 9 hours more per week than citizen women.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Saudi Arabia: Submission to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Global Detention Project, 12 September 2024, link: https://tinyl.io/BYtX] 

These practices often caused the death of dozens of workers. According to official estimates issued by Kenya's Ministry of Foreign Affairs in June 2023, 89 Kenyan citizens, mostly domestic workers, lost their lives in Saudi Arabia between 2020 and 2021 as a result of poor working conditions. This constitutes discrimination against migrant workers in Saudi Arabia as compared to other citizen workers, contrary to Saudi Arabia's obligations under article 5 of the Convention.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Urgent action needed to protect ‘dying’ Kenyan domestic workers in Gulf, say rights groups, the guardian, 27 Jun 2023, link: https://tinyl.io/AD7j] 

Recommendations
In the light of the above, Partners for Transparency makes the following recommendations to the Saudi Government:
· Submit periodic reports to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in a timely manner to ensure a more up-to-date and effective review.
· Adopt comprehensive and unified legislation criminalizing all forms of racial discrimination, in accordance with the requirements of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and strengthen the enforcement of laws prohibiting racial violence and racial hate crimes.
· Review policies to forcibly return migrants and asylum seekers, especially Ethiopians, and ensure that individual assessments of asylum claims are made to prevent them from being at risk of persecution or ill-treatment when repatriated.
· Take immediate action to prevent the spread of hate speech, especially by executives of major projects such as NEOM, and appropriate penalties should be applied to individuals involved in such speeches and carry out public awareness campaigns on the importance of combating discrimination, racism and respect for human rights.
· Take immediate steps to solve the problem of "bedoun" by granting them Saudi nationality and enabling them to enjoy fundamental rights such as health care, education and employment opportunities, in line with the Kingdom's international obligations under the Convention.
· Work to improve the situation of migrant workers by abolishing the Kafala system, which discriminates against migrant workers, allows forced and compulsory labor practices, ensures freedom of movement and mobility for migrant workers, and applies fair and equitable labor policies that prevent the exploitation of workers and the seizure of their passports.
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