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President Donald Trump (right) speaks with Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Deputy Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, during
their meeting on Tuesday, March 14, 2017, in the White House Oval Office in Washington, D.C. Photo: Shealah Craighead/White House Flickr

INTRODUCTION

During Donald Trump’s first presidential term,
the U.S.-Saudi relationship was shaped by what
Trump himself described as his “very, very good
friendship” with Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman (MBS).! Four years later, the relation-
ship between the two leaders appears to remain
strong.” The whims of both men, as well as their
personalistic and transactional approach to the
relationship, are likely to continue to drive the
policy choices of both governments.

During his second term, President Trump has ad-
opted increasingly repressive tactics infringing on
the fundamental freedoms of individuals inside
the United States.® Just one-hundred days into
the new administration, Amnesty International
noted that “President Trump has led with cruelty
and chaos, creating a human rights emergency
by systematically eroding human rights protec-
tions, fostering a climate of fear and division,
and undermining the rule of law’* For his part,
MBS has a well-established and extensive record

This policy brief is the second of two on
the U.S.-Saudi relationship. A previous
retrospective paper, “

) examined the evolution
of U.S.-Saudi relations under the Biden
administration, analyzing key inflection
points and strategic considerations that
shaped policy over the four years.

This paper, a forward-looking policy brief,
offers recommendations for the Trump
administration, Congress, and the business
community to work on certain human rights
issues in Saudi Arabia that align with the
interests of both countries.

The information and analysis presented here
is drawn from a variety of sources, including
interviews with Saudi activists, regional
experts, congressional staff, and current and
former U.S. government officials.
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of egregious and destabilizing dictatorial behav-
ior, including kidnapping the Prime Minister of
Lebanon, ordering the Ritz Carlton crackdown,
overseeing mass executions, and issuing decades-
long sentences to individuals who exercise their
right to free speech, including on anonymous
social media accounts.’

Due to these dynamics, there is no prospect of
fundamentally reshaping the U.S.-Saudi relation-
ship to better respect human rights, as neither
leader is willing to do so. Yet, immense challeng-
es and a rapidly shifting political space does not
mean that issues of human rights and unjust de-
tention should be abandoned entirely for the next
four years. While both leaders have demonstrated
their willingness to violate rights when pursuing
policy objectives, some of their nationalist inter-
ests would, in fact, be advanced if they were will-
ing to address relevant human rights concerns in
Saudi Arabia. The articulated strategies and ideol-
ogies of the Saudi government and Trump admin-
istration, namely Vision 2030 and America First,
offer narrow windows for certain reforms.

This paper explores those areas where the Trump
administration and Saudi government could be
incentivized to pursue improvements on select
rights issues that align with the interests of both
countries, if the political will exists. Further,
this paper offers recommendations for the U.S.
Congress and for the business community on
ways they could take up rights violations in Saudi
Arabia. In particular, the recommendations focus
on abuses affecting Americans and governance
issues that deter foreign direct investment in
Saudi Arabia. The recommendations and analysis
contained in this paper aim both to recognize the
authoritarian tilt in the United States and to push
the Saudi government and the Trump administra-
tion to fulfill and expand their limited rhetorical
pledges that can be applied to human rights issues.

U.S.-SAUDI RELATIONS:
FROM TRUMP’S TRANSACTIONAL
FIRST TERM TO BIDEN'S BROKEN

PROMISES

Following Donald Trump’s inauguration in 2017,
the personal relationship between the U.S. presi-
dent and then-Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed

bin Salman (MBS) developed over a shared trans-
actional approach to geopolitics and diplomacy.
Early into his presidency, Trump emphasized the
importance of the U.S.-Saudi relationship by host-
ing MBS at the White House in March 2017 and
traveling to Saudi Arabia two months later on his
first foreign trip, an unprecedented choice for a
U.S. president.® In June, Trump claimed that MBS
promised $350 billion in “military and economic
development for the United States, creating hun-
dreds of thousands of jobs,” which later proved
largely unsubstantiated.” Amid this, Trump’s sup-
port for MBS and Saudi Arabia came at a critical
moment for MBS, who was still in the early stages
of consolidating his power in the kingdom (MBS
was appointed Crown Prince in June 2017).® The
president’s public praise for the crown prince and
whitewashing of his ruthless and reckless acts of
repression and authoritarianism — including the
blockade on Qatar, the murder of U.S. resident
and Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi,
and disastrous airstrikes in Yemen — provided
crucial international protection for his worst
abuses.” Though the relationship was not with-
out moments of turmoil, such as the Saudi gov-
ernment’s outrage at the muted U.S. response to
Iranian-linked attacks on Saudi oil facilities, U.S.-
Saudi ties remained close.'

The president’s public praise
for the crown prince and
whitewashing of his ruthless
and reckless acts of repression
and authoritarianism. ..
provided crucial international
protection for his worst abuses.

When then-presidential candidate Joe Biden hit
the campaign trail in 2019, he attempted to dis-
tinguish his position toward Saudi Arabia from
Trump’s approach, which had drawn the ire
of Congress and the public alike in the wake of
Khashoggi’s brutal murder.! Biden made bold
promises of making Saudi Arabia under the lead-
ership of MBS “the pariah that they are’? In his
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U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken (left) meets with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman Al Saud in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia,

February 5, 2024. Photo: Chuck Kennedy/State Department Flickr

first months in office, the Biden administration
took some significant steps toward actualizing
these pledges, including suspending some arms
sales to the kingdom.'”* However, the administra-
tion quickly abandoned its human rights prom-
ises in the hopes of cultivating a friendlier rela-
tionship with the Saudi government due to rising
oil prices, which were exacerbated by Russia’s in-
vasion of Ukraine, and its prioritization of great
power competition with China.**

Over the course of Biden’s term, the administra-
tion became increasingly fixated on expanding
the Trump administration’s Abraham Accords
by securing a normalization agreement between
Saudi Arabia and Israel. Biden’s White House
saw the deal as a silver bullet to unlocking re-
gional peace, even as the two government’s
positions on Palestinian statehood became in-
creasingly polarized following the Hamas-led
October 7, 2023 attack inside Israel, the Israeli
government’s subsequent destruction of Gaza,
and further conflagrations across the region.
Ultimately, the Biden administration left office
with a policy toward Saudi Arabia that closely
resembled that of its predecessor.

ADDRESSING HUMAN RIGHTS
IN SAUDI ARABIA DURING
TRUMP'’S SECOND TERM

So far in Trump’s second term, he has continued
his transactional approach toward Saudi Arabia,
and has demonstrated no interest in providing
even the lip service previous presidents have given
to human rights concerns abroad. For MBS’s part,
he has continued to appeal to the extractive im-
pulses of the U.S. president. Just four days into
the second Trump presidency, he promised $600
billion in Saudi investments in the United States
over the course of Trump’s second term."* Trump
quickly responded by requesting $1 trillion from
the Crown Prince.* In addition, the United States
is again negotiating a potential civilian nuclear
agreement with Saudi Arabia, following a recent
trip to the kingdom by U.S. Energy Secretary
Chris Wright."”

This is not to say that areas of tension do not exist
in the U.S.-Saudi relationship. For example, on
February 4, Trump insisted that the United States
would “take over” Gaza and relocate Palestinians,
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which Arab heads of state quickly opposed.’® This
shocking endorsement of ethnic cleansing, how-
ever, has not proven to be an insurmountable
hurdle for MBS. On March 31, Trump announced
that he would once again choose Saudi Arabia
as the destination of his first diplomatic foreign
trip as president, a signal the administration will
continue to heavily prioritize the relationship due
to longstanding perceived U.S. interests in the
country and Trump’s personal affinity for MBS."
And reminiscent of eight years ago, reports in-
dicate that Trump is poised to announce on the
trip major arms deals with Saudi Arabia valued at
more than $100 billion.** Despite these dynam-
ics, some of the nationalist interests and strate-
gies of the Saudi government and Trump admin-
istration, most notably Vision 2030 and America
First, offer narrow windows for improvements on
select rights issues.

Vision 2030 and Human Rights

Vision 2030 is MBS’s ambitious plan to remake
Saudi Arabia’s society and economy. According to
the Saudi government, “Vision 2030 is a blueprint
that is diversifying the economy, empowering
citizens, creating a vibrant environment for both
local and international investors, and establishing
Saudi Arabia as a global leader”” Vision 2030 has
been successful in some arenas, such as modest
social reforms, but it has notably lagged in other
areas.” For example, the Saudi government has
scaled back its plans for Neom, which was envi-
sioned to be a futuristic mega-city, and lowered
expectations on Saudi Arabia transitioning to a
post-oil economy.”

The Public Investment Fund (PIF), Saudi Arabia’s
sovereign wealth fund, is the primary funder of
Vision 2030. The PIF, which quite possibly ac-
quired some of its wealth through seizing assets
without due process during the 2017 Ritz Carlton
crackdown, has seen its assets grow exponen-
tially from $84 billion in 2014 to $925 billion in
2024, and has a goal of controlling nearly $2 tril-
lion by 2030.* Importantly, approximately half
of the PIF’s growth during this period has come
from asset transfers and capital injections from
Aramco, Saudi Arabia’s national oil company, and
the kingdom’s central bank. This means that the
PIF’s growth, according to Tim Callen, the former
Middle East and Central Asia assistant director

at the International Monetary Fund, has “come
at the cost of a reduction in assets held else-
where in the public sector”® In order for MBS
to reach Vision 2030’s strategic objectives, how-
ever, he cannot indefinitely rely on asset transfers
from the public sector and needs greater foreign
direct investment (FDI).?® But Saudi Arabia has
been lagging behind in its goals for FDI, a sig-
nificant challenge for the Saudi government to
overcome.” This pressure for increased FDI has
been further compounded by Trump’s April 2 an-
nouncement of sweeping tariffs on nearly all U.S.
trading partners, which has caused oil prices to
plunge, complicating Saudi ambitions to fund its
goals and balance its budget.?®

MBS has previously recognized
that reform was necessary, but
his cosmetic social reforms
have not been sufficient to
prompt the level of investment
he desires.

If MBS is going to secure further foreign invest-
ment, significant rights and governance reforms
are likely needed. MBS has previously recognized
that reform was necessary, but his cosmetic social
reforms have not been sufficient to prompt the
level of investment he desires. Foreign compa-
nies seeking to invest in Saudi Arabia face sig-
nificant challenges, including how to minimize
risks to their reputations and staff. MBS now
requires foreign businesses to establish their re-
gional headquarters in Saudi Arabia if they want
to do business with the government, which has
led to confusion about opaque rules and regula-
tions.” Furthermore, residents of the kingdom
face severe restrictions on free expression, asso-
ciation, and assembly, which could cause some
frustration about the “liveability” for employees
inside the country who are unaccustomed to such
a repressive environment.*

Additionally, should companies need to turn
to legal recourse for any dispute, the lack of an
independent judiciary or existing penal code
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Artistic rendering of The Line region in Saudi Arabia’s envisioned futuristic mega-city Neom. The Saudi government has had to scale back

its plans for Neom and Vision 2030. Photo: Neom

would be a serious hurdle for companies seek-
ing a fair and just resolution.®® It remains to be
seen how and if the specialized courts Saudi
Arabia will reportedly establish will affect con-
fidence in the legal system to resolve disputes
or if a long-awaited draft penal code will better
protect individuals’ rights.** Lastly, wide-scale
labor rights abuses of migrant workers persist
across a variety of employment sectors, includ-
ing on domestic mega-projects such as Neom'’s
construction.”® These well-documented abuses
also risk tainting the foreign companies who
choose to invest in these projects and likely
deter potential investors and employees from
participating.

In addition to trying to secure foreign direct in-
vestment to achieve Vision 2030, MBS has also
worked to bolster Saudi Arabia’s international
profile and reputation, which was heavily dam-
aged by the assassination of Jamal Khashoggi.
The crown prince has worked to restore his
image and the credibility of the country through
costly investments abroad in a wide range of in-
dustries, perhaps most visibly via LIV Golf.**
Concurrently, he has made efforts to host large-
scale, influential cultural and sporting events

such as the 2034 World Cup and the 2029 Asian
Winter Games. In addition, MBS has taken
on a larger role in international diplomatic ef-
forts such as negotiations over the future of
Gaza. Most recently, MBS hosted talks between
Russia, Ukraine, and the United States.®

Saudi Arabia’s desire to achieve its numerous
Vision 2030 goals and reform its image on the
global stage create an opportunity to work with
the government to make human rights and gov-
ernance improvements. In a sign that MBS rec-
ognizes the need for actions, Saudi authorities
have released some political prisoners. Since
late 2024, the Saudi government has released
at least 48 political prisoners in the kingdom,
including PhD student Salma al-Shehab, human
rights defender Essa al-Nukheifi, and co-found-
er of the now banned Saudi Civil and Political
Rights Association (ACPRA) Mohammed al-
Qahtani.** According to credible sources inside
the country, the total number of releases in
recent months could be as many as 1,000.*
While far too many remain unjustly detained,
the releases are a significant step and could in-
dicate an openness to releasing more political
prisoners.
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There is no indication the Trump administration
is currently willing to push for human rights im-
provements and governance reforms, despite the
fact that they would strengthen Saudi Arabia’s
investment environment and provide tangible
benefits for the U.S. private sector. The admin-
istration, however, could still change tactics and
focus on supporting American companies and
investors by encouraging a Saudi business envi-
ronment with increased transparency and reli-
able due process, all of which fits into the broader
America First goals laid out by the president.

Putting Americans First: Detentions, Travel
Bans, and Transnational Repression

From the beginning of his second term, Trump
made clear there would be no deviation from
his “America First” framework. First introduced
on the campaign trail in 2016 as a foreign policy
that Trump said would “always put the interests
of the American people and American security
above all else”?® Over time, the America First
framework has ballooned to encompass nearly
all elements of Trump’s domestic and interna-
tional agenda, including the implementation of
tariffs and the targeting of climate initiatives,
DEI programs, LGBTQ+ Americans, and mi-
grants.* Trump’s definition of an America First
foreign policy as “champion[ing] core American
interests and always put[ting] America and
American citizens first however, stands in
stark contradiction to the administration’s ef-
forts to target Americans—including lawful
permanent residents and U.S. citizens—through
arrests and deportations.” The administration
has also sought to restrict the definition of an
American by attempting to remove birthright
citizenship.*

At the same time, the administration has pri-
oritized freeing Americans abroad, declar-
ing that “every American held unjustly abroad
must be released” and returned to the United
States.*> During the first Trump administra-
tion, this meant helping to secure the release
of wrongfully detained U.S.-Saudi doctor Walid
Fitaihi.®® In recent weeks, led by U.S. Special
Envoy for Hostage Response Adam Boehler,
the administration has secured the releases of
47 individuals.** This includes two American
citizens detained in Afghanistan, a U.S. citizen

in Russia, six in Venezuela, two in Belarus,
one in Tunisia, and 23 detained in Kuwait re-
portedly on drug charges and other offens-
es.* Referencing these releases, Secretary of
State Marco Rubio claimed on April 30, that
“No president has done so much, so quickly,
to keep Americans safe abroad*® While there
are glaring contradictions between Trump’s at-
tempts to strip Americans of their legal status
in the United States and his record of bringing
Americans wrongfully detained abroad home,
there is no indication that the administration
sees any inconsistencies in its approach. These
efforts to release individuals unjustly detained,
and the administration’s America First frame-
work, should enable targeted interventions on
rights violations abroad affecting Americans. In
particular, the Trump administration could take
steps to live up to its commitment to protect
Americans by addressing Saudi Arabia’s abuse
of travel bans, the unjust detention of American
family members, and transnational repression.

There are three U.S. citizens
as well as several Green Card
holders who continue to be
held on travel bans in the
kingdom, preventing them from
“returning safely home” as the
administration has promised.

While no known U.S. citizens are currently un-
justly detained in Saudi Arabia, there are three
U.S. citizens as well as several Green Card hold-
ers who continue to be held on travel bans in the
kingdom, preventing them from “returning safely
home” as the administration has promised.*” The
Trump administration should focus on resolving
these cases. Successive U.S. administrations have
devoted insufficient attention to travel bans once
Americans are released from prison. Travel bans
forcibly silence dissidents, separate individuals
from their families in the United States, and place
individuals at increased risk of human rights
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abuses, including re-arrest. An emblematic case
is that of Saad Almadi, a 75-year-old U.S. citizen
from Florida who was unjustly detained in Saudi
Arabia in 2021 for tweets he posted years earlier
while living in the United States.*® Then-Florida
Senator and current Secretary of State Marco
Rubio advocated for his release.” Although
Almadi was released from prison in 2023, to this
day he is trapped in the kingdom on a travel ban,
unable to return to his home in Florida and sepa-
rated from his American family.”

Additionally, the administration should work
on cases that directly and profoundly affect
American families, including the wrongful de-
tention of family members of Americans, even if
those family members are not U.S. citizens them-
selves. The administration has acknowledged the
“bitter uncertainty” that U.S. families endure and
it should not exclude loved ones wrongfully de-
tained abroad just because they are not citizens.”
Further, in his victory speech after winning the
2024 presidential election, Trump pledged to
every citizen “I will fight for you, for your family
and your future” The detention of family mem-
bers of U.S. citizens breaks families apart and
causes extreme distress to Americans. These cases
include Abdulrahman al-Sadhan, the son and
brother of three U.S. citizens; Salman al-Odah,
the grandfather of a U.S. citizen (and father of an
author of this policy brief); and Sarah and Omar
al-Jabri, the aunt and uncle of two U.S. citizens.>
In addition, Mohammed al-Qahtani, a leading
Saudi human rights defender and the father of
four U.S. citizens, remains on travel ban in Saudi
Arabia after finally being released in January 2025
following a 10-year prison sentence for operating
an independent civil society organization.*

Lastly, an America First framework should
prompt a focus on transnational repression, par-
ticularly given its impact on American citizens.
Transnational repression, perpetrated by U.S.
partners and allies alike, undermines U.S. sover-
eignty by targeting individuals inside the United
States and endangering Americans abroad. As a
senator, Rubio prioritized transnational repres-
sion, including co-leading the Transnational
Repression Policy Act during the last Congress.**

Unfortunately, in just the short time since taking
the role of Secretary of State, Rubio has dra-
matically backtracked on his previous public

American citizen Saad Almadi was released from unjust detention in
Saudi Arabia in 2023, but remains trapped in the country on a travel
ban. Photo: Personal photo

positions supporting democracy and human
rights abroad.”® Equally concerning, following the
brutal murder of U.S. resident Jamal Khashoggi
by Saudi authorities, one of the most infamous
examples of transnational repression, the first
Trump administration not only failed to take
action on the issue, but actively participated in
the whitewashing and impunity of MBS.*® This
dangerous precedent has emboldened other gov-
ernments, including U.S. adversaries, putting
U.S. citizens and residents at greater risk abroad,
all while they are also at greater risk at home.””

Most recently, the Saudi government engaged in
a brazen act of transnational repression through
the politicized extradition of Egyptian citizen
Ahmed Kamel from Saudi Arabia to Egypt for
his participation in protests in Egypt more than
a decade ago.”® As a result, Kamel has been sepa-
rated from his American wife and two American
children who are just toddlers. To live up to its
declared goals to protect Americans and put
America first, the administration needs to take
immediate steps to protect U.S. citizens and sov-
ereignty as well as develop and execute a robust
strategy for countering transnational repression.
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U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio (right), shown meeting with Saudi Foreign Minister Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud at the Department of
State in Washington, D.C., April 9, 2025, cosponsored the Transnational Repression Accountability and Prevention Act of 2021 and the
Transnational Repression Policy Act of 2023 during his time in the U.S. Senate. Photo: Freddie Everett/U.S. Department of State Flickr

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of the ongoing threats to Americans
posed by Saudi authorities and the Saudi govern-
ment’s need to attract FDI, we urge the Trump
administration, Congress, and private sector to
pursue the following measures:

Recommendations for the Trump
Administration:

o Push for the immediate and unconditional
release of all wrongfully detained individu-
als inside Saudi Arabia. Barring a willingness
to do this, the administration should secure
the release of the family members of U.S.
citizens from detention, as these cases tear
apart American families. These cases include
Abdulrahman al-Sadhan, the brother of U.S.
citizens; Salman al-Odabh, the grandfather of
a U.S. citizen; and Sarah and Omar al-Jabri,
the aunt and uncle of two U.S. citizens.

Urgently prioritize lifting the unjust travel
bans placed on U.S. citizens, persons, and
their families. These cases include U.S. citi-
zen Saad Almadi, U.S. lawful permanent
resident Aziza al-Yousef, and father of U.S.
citizens Mohammed al-Qahtani.

Develop and execute a robust strategy for
countering transnational repression affect-
ing U.S. citizens and persons and holding
perpetrators accountable. Giving a free pass
to U.S. partners emboldens other govern-
ments, including U.S. adversaries, and puts
Americans at risk around the world.

Recommendations for Members of
Congress:

*

Continue to publicly and privately call on
Saudi authorities to immediately and uncon-
ditionally release all those who remain un-
justly detained. In addition to cases affecting
American families, other prominent political
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prisoners include Manahel al-Otaibi, Lina al-
Sharif, Mohammed al-Rabiah, Waleed Abu
al-Khair, and Turki al-Jasser.

+ Urge Saudi authorities to lift travel bans on
individuals who have been released from
prison, including U.S. citizens and their fami-
lies. Nearly every political prisoner released
has an unjust travel ban imposed on them,
such as women’s rights defender Loujain al-
Hathloul, who has been denied the ability
to leave Saudi Arabia since her release from
prison in February 2021.

+ DPublicly and privately raise ongoing and se-
rious human rights concerns with Saudi
authorities, which have been documented
in the State Department’s Human Rights
Report. These include abuses by security
forces, including extrajudicial killings, en-
forced disappearances, torture, and sexual
assaults; significant restrictions on free ex-
pression, association, and assembly, includ-
ing religious freedom and press freedom;
and regular due process and rule of law vio-
lations, compounded by the lack of an inde-
pendent judiciary.

+ Given significant and enduring rights abuses,
uphold Congressional oversight obliga-
tions and U.S. laws on arms sales to Saudi
Arabia and hold the Trump administration to

account for its stated commitment to greater
government transparency.”

« Support a Saudi penal code that adheres to
international human rights standards, and
emphasize the need to improve the rule of
law and government transparency.

+  Work to advance legislation that would
provide additional tools to combat trans-
national repression and protect the right of
activists and dissidents to claim asylum in
the United States.

Recommendation for businesses seeking
to operate or invest in Saudi Arabia:

+ Conduct thorough, substantive and indepen-
dent due diligence processes. Doing so is crit-
ical to safeguard against corporate complicity
in serious human rights violations committed
by the kingdom and to understand the risks
to employees and the company posed by the
repressive political environment, lack of due
process, and weak rule of law.

+ Engage with members of the Saudi diaspora
outside of government channels as well as
independent human rights organizations
to gain a more accurate and holistic under-
standing of the business context and environ-
ment for rights and freedoms in Saudi Arabia.
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