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Saudi Labour Reform Can Unlock New Doors

India can gain jobs, business from changes
ET Editorial

Saudi Arabia’s reform of its sponsorship programme for
overseas workers is seen as a precursor to the kingdom
opening up to foreign investment as it diversifies its
economy away from oil. But alterations to the kafala
system are partial, with sponsorship still mandated to
secure entry, although exit and job changes have been freed
for a wide category of expatriate labour. The segment most
vulnerable to exploitation, domestic help, is not covered by
the new rules. Saudi Arabia thus swells the ranks of
members of Gulf Coordination Council (GCC) that are
- reforming their regimes for foreign workers under
pressure by economic forces to seek a future beyond
natural resources. The measures remain considerably below internationally accepted norms on labour
mobility.

Yet labour reforms are vital for Saudi Arabia. Over 40% of workers are foreigners, the majority of them
from South Asia, including India. The country has accelerated its infrastructure build-up and is dependent
on labour-intensive construction during the transition. As a key supplier of migrant workers and a big
buyer of oil, India should leverage itself to play a bigger role in Saudi Arabia’s transformation. India is
also building railways, airports and ports. The experience will come in handy for similar business in the
Persian Gulf.

Relaxations to the kafala system are part of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, which coincides with
commitments by some of the world’s largest economies to transition to RE. Oil-producing nations will
also need to develop their transition strategies. Here, too, India could play a constructive role in the Gulf.
So long as India remains among the fastest-growing major economies, it will improve its capacity to
engage with countries like Saudi Arabia in emerging sectors. Negotiations are on for an FTA with GCC,
and India has been fairly spiffy in signing bilateral agreements with some of its members. Saudi Arabia
would be the biggest catch in this haul.
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Let a Hundred Minds Explore Ideas Freely

ET Editorial
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In a move that challenges the very spirit of free inquiry, Gol
has asked ministries to revisit how PhD guides are chosen
and to steer doctoral research toward innovation, national
priorities and stronger academia—industry collaboration.
While closer ties with industry are desirable, the zealous
drive to accelerate R&D— from dictating who can guide to
what may be researched—risks stifling academic freedom.

For a country racing to catch up in the global innovation
sweepstakes, the temptation to direct research toward
state-declared priorities is understandable. After all, central
planning of research yielded visible results in China and the
erstwhile Soviet Union. But those models came with a heavy
cost—narrowing the field of enquiry, silencing
unconventional thought, and often discouraging the very
curiosity that fuels genuine discovery. No matter how well-
intentioned, a ‘helping hand’ that steers too tightly ends up

throttling what it seeks to nurture.

A state-approved list of research themes or mentors would push aside ‘non-priority’ areas — the arts,
humanities, and blue-sky sciences that often yield breakthroughs because they wander off the beaten
path. Innovation rarely flourishes under supervision. It thrives in the freely explored, where failure is
tolerated and curiosity unrestrained. Academic freedom is not an indulgence; it is the oxygen of progress
and the foundation on which great nations build their scientific and cultural capital. India’s challenge is to
find that balance between guiding research and granting freedom. Gol should identify national priorities
and channel more incentives toward them. But that must come as an invitation, not an instruction. The
record worldwide is clear: chokeholds on research do not produce results — freedom, diversity, and a
culture that celebrates questioning do.
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