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Maat for Peace’s Report submitted to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)
Regarding Follow-up to the Concluding Observations Concerning Saudi Arabia
Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights submits this report to provide the CERD Committee with additional information on follow-up to the concluding observations concerning Saudi Arabia, particularly the recommendations contained in paragraphs 18(a) (complaints related to racial discrimination) and 20(a) (hate speeches and hate crimes), as well as 40(d) (migrant workers). Despite the positive measures taken by Saudi Arabia to address these recommendations, the State continues to face various challenges relating to complaints of racial discrimination and to hate speeches and hate crimes, as well as to practices affecting migrant workers.
First: Complaints Related to Racial Discrimination
Maat notes the availability of a complaint submission form for migrant workers regarding racial discrimination practices on the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development website.[footnoteRef:1] However, some criticisms have been raised regarding this form. Several migrant workers reported that the form is malfunctioning and not accessible at all times. In this context, Maat also observes positive efforts by Saudi Arabia to enhance the capacity of official personnel in the field of human rights enforcement within government institutions. Such cooperation has included exploring ways to develop forensic training programmes and exchange relevant technical expertise,[footnoteRef:2] as well as training employees to respond to complaints in various areas, including matters involving racial discrimination. [1:  Available at the following link: https://www.hrsd.gov.sa/]  [2:  With the Saudi Human Rights Commission and the Judicial Training Center at the Ministry of Justice, the National Human Rights Committee signs an agreement and discusses enhancing judicial training, National Human Rights Committee, https://urli.info/1ovkc ] 

Maat has further documented reports indicating that Saudi Arabia has issued directives aimed at addressing manifestations of racial discrimination that may arise in certain sporting events. These directives emphasized the need to confront any practices or statements that undermine the values of tolerance or social cohesion. This step followed a number of incidents witnessed in some sporting occasions, including the use of discriminatory and racist expressions. In principle, these measures reflect an official recognition of the seriousness of discriminatory hate speech and the need to address it, as well as a confirmation of the State’s declared commitment to rejecting all forms of hatred and promoting a culture of respect among different segments of society, including citizens, residents, and visitors.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Saudi Arabia 365 reveals: Addressing racial discrimination tops the sports agenda...decisive measures are coming, Saudi Arabia 365, https://urli.info/1tNGe ] 

Despite the above, some reports have criticized the limited mechanisms for submitting complaints related to racial discrimination in Saudi Arabia. Maat has also documented significant shortcomings in awareness-raising efforts directed to the public, whether through media campaigns or specialized training programmes in this area. It appears that current efforts are limited to announcing the numbers of hotlines or electronic platforms for receiving complaints related to human rights generally, without developing effective communication tools specifically dedicated to racial discrimination cases or targeting the groups most vulnerable to such discrimination with guidance and advice.
In this regard, the Saudi Human Rights Commission allows individuals and institutions to submit complaints or reports related to violations of human rights, including issues of equality and non-discrimination. However, limited public awareness of these mechanisms, particularly with respect to access, clarity, and effectiveness, raises questions about the extent to which individuals, especially vulnerable groups such as minorities and migrant workers, can benefit from them effectively. The issue is not limited to weak awareness coverage; it also extends to concerns regarding the efficiency of responses to these mechanisms. Reports reviewed by Maat indicate that some complainants faced difficulties communicating through the announced telephone lines, including delays in responses despite repeated attempts, and the short duration of calls in a manner that does not allow the complaint to be presented in a sufficiently detailed and comprehensive way.
As some complainants have noted, their accounts/numbers were banned following attempts to contact the relevant parties. This raises serious concerns about the effectiveness of these channels and their suitability for receiving complaints and addressing them in a professional manner. These findings point to a dual gap: insufficient awareness on the one hand, and limited effectiveness of the complaint-receiving mechanisms on the other. This could undermine individuals’ trust in the system and reduce their willingness to use it, particularly in sensitive cases such as racial discrimination. In this regard, Maat stresses the need to focus specifically and in a targeted way on combating racial discrimination. Training programs should not be confined to the general framework of human rights, but should directly and systematically address different patterns and forms of racial discrimination. This has become increasingly important in light of the persistence and escalation of manifestations of racial discrimination across several sectors, especially regarding the conditions of migrant workers and certain religious minorities, which calls for deeper and more targeted training responses.
Second: Crimes and Hate Speech
The Committee urged the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to expedite the drafting and adoption of a clear, comprehensive system of penalties. This should ensure the explicit criminalization of racial hate speech and hate crimes, in a manner consistent with Article (4) of the Convention, and covering all grounds of discrimination recognized in Article 1 thereof. This recommendation emphasizes the necessity of having a specific and direct legislative framework that criminalizes acts and statements of a racist nature, and ensures the effective enforcement of these laws and regulations in practice.
Within this context, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s legal system defines racism as any discrimination or preference between individuals or groups based on race, color, descent, or tribal origin, an approach that is broad in scope and largely overlaps with the definition set out in the Convention. This framework also includes prohibiting various forms of conduct or speech that undermine human dignity on account of personal characteristics, including verbal abuse, harassment, and the denial of fundamental rights. Existing laws criminalize incitement to hatred or discrimination, including the dissemination of racist ideas in public spaces or through social media. This reflects an official commitment to confronting these practices and promoting values of equality and social cohesion.[footnoteRef:4] Nevertheless, the Saudi legal framework still lacks a definition of hate speech crimes. Maat believes it is necessary to align the development of a hate-speech definition with the United Nations strategy and plan of action issued by the UN Secretary-General on hate speech, alongside relevant resolutions adopted by the UN General Assembly and the UN Human Rights Council. [4:  The Punishment of Racism in Saudi Arabia, Lawyer Sanad Al-Jaeed Company, https://urli.info/1tNQC ] 

Moreover, although these efforts and measures to combat hate speech have accelerated, they remain fragmented. There is no unified and comprehensive law exclusively dedicated to combating racial discrimination practices; instead, these actions and practices are addressed through a set of overlapping legal instruments. Despite provisions that prohibit discrimination based on race or origin, available data indicate challenges regarding the adequacy of these provisions and procedures, as well as the effectiveness of their enforcement. In particular, the data point to a gap between the legal framework and its practical application, especially in the absence of explicit, specific criminalization of all forms and manifestations of racial discrimination in a manner fully aligned with the requirements of the Convention.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Punishment of Racism in Saudi Arabia (New Legal System 2026), Saudi Criminal Lawyer, https://urli.info/1ossN ] 

Third: Migrant Workers
Reports estimate that 13 million migrant workers are employed in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the majority of whom come from Southeast Asia and East Africa. They come to Saudi Arabia to obtain jobs in sectors such as construction, agriculture, and domestic services.[footnoteRef:6] These workers are exposed to forced labor under the sponsorship (kafala) system, a set of laws, regulations, and policies that places responsibility for migrant workers on employers, including restrictions related to residence, work, and leaving the country. Saudi Arabia has introduced reforms affecting this group, including the right to change employers without prior approval, to leave the country without an exit visa, and to obtain legal protection that was not previously available to them under the sponsorship system.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Saudi Arabia Abolishes Kafala System: A Landmark Reform for Migrant Workers, https://shorturl.at/oHQxE]  [7:  Ibid ] 

Nevertheless, Maat has reviewed reports indicating that migrant workers have been subjected to exploitative practices, including at Carrefour branches. These practices were described as exploitative and equivalent to deception intended to subject workers to forced labor. The reported abuses included requiring employees to work consistently for around 60 hours per week, and at other times working 16 hours per day. In addition, domestic workers were subjected to physical assaults. In February 2023, Kenyan domestic workers in Riyadh reported experiences of physical and psychological abuse. One of them stated that she was regularly beaten by her employer and was deprived of medical care. She also reported verbal abuse and being constantly reminded that she was “worthless,” which led to severe psychological suffering.
In a parallel development, Saudi Arabia has required HIV testing as part of the requirements for obtaining visas or work and residence permits. Maat considers that these policies, in principle, fall within measures related to public health, and are not discriminatory if applied objectively and non-selectively, and not used as a pretext to deny individuals’ applications for reasons unrelated to legitimate health considerations.[footnoteRef:8] Within the Saudi context, obtaining residence and employment remains highly linked to medical test results, including HIV testing. A positive result may lead to direct consequences, including cancellation of work or residence authorizations, or deportation within a short period of time. This practice reflects a clear reliance on health criteria as a condition for regulating the entry and residence of incoming labor.[footnoteRef:9] Some have argued that such measures fall within the State’s right to take necessary steps to protect public health, particularly in light of the broad health and societal impacts that may result from the spread of infectious diseases. In this context, pre-employment medical screening, especially in sectors such as domestic work, is viewed as a preventive measure intended to protect all parties to the employment relationship, ensure a healthy and safe working environment, and reduce health risks or potential legal problems in the future.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Global study reveals 50 countries still enforce HIV-related travel restrictions, The European AIDS Treatment Group, https://urli.info/1ou-m]  [9:  Deportation was worse than HIV: https://urli.info/1ov47 ]  [10:  The importance of medical examination for domestic workers before recruitment, Durrat Al-Riyadh, https://urli.info/1tNm3 ] 

Recommendations
Maat for Peace, Development, and Human Rights recommends that the Committee urge the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to:
· Develop specialized and regular training programs for law enforcement personnel to address complaints of racial discrimination and hate speech.
· Continuously update official statistics and data related to complaints of racial discrimination, and fix existing electronic malfunctions affecting the current complaint mechanisms for submitting such complaints.
· Establish a definition of hate speech that aligns with the UN strategy and plan of action addressing this issue.
· Consider adopting a national strategy to combat hate speech.
· Encourage Saudi Arabia to strengthen the content of training programs by including practical and applied components to combat racial discrimination, integrating real case studies involving groups most vulnerable to discrimination, especially migrant workers and religious minorities.
· Intensify and organize public awareness campaigns targeting the rights guaranteed under the International Convention, ensuring access for groups most exposed to discrimination, including racial and religious minorities, migrants, asylum seekers, and stateless persons.
· Take clear legislative steps toward adopting a unified and comprehensive law to combat racial discrimination, including an accurate and comprehensive definition of all forms of discrimination, in full accordance with the Convention’s provisions.
· Strengthen labor inspection and monitoring mechanisms, particularly in sectors with large numbers of migrant workers, to ensure compliance with national legislation and international standards for decent work.
· Continue applying health policies related to medical screening for incoming workers in a framework of transparency and non-discrimination, ensuring these procedures are not misused or used in a way that violates the fundamental rights of migrant workers.
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Organization in special consultative status with the Economic and Social Council since 2016
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