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The Founder's Ledger: What It Costs
and How Long It Takes to Start a
Business in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia registered roughly 46,900 new companies in the
first half of 2026 and now sits above 1.91 million active
commercial registrations, with women holding 47% of new
records issued in Q2 and formation now largely a same-day
digital process. But the capital environment has hardened:
venture equity fell sharply while private debt surged past $3.9bn
deployed info the Kingdom, and demand remains real yet
concentrated, meaning the founder's decision in August 2026 is
less about whether to register and more about whether the
concept survives a market that funds proven models and starves

unproven ones.
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The month at a glance

* Saudi Arabia established nearly 46,900 new companies during the first half of 2026, according to the Saudi
Competitiveness and Business Center[1], and the running total of active commercial registrations reached 1.9 million by
the end of Q2 2026, a 12 percent increase year on year, hitting 1,918,512 records including establishments and

companies[2].

+ Women are now central to formation, not marginal: among the more than 71,000 commercial registrations issued

during the quarter, 47 percent were for women-owned establishments[2].

 The barrier to registering has fallen sharply. Commercial registration is now issued electronically, and trade press puts the
end-to-end cycle for straightforward business types at under 24 hours[3]; more involved structures, and anything

needing a foreign-investment licence, still run to weeks.

+ Capital has bifurcated. Venture capital in Saudi Arabia fell 74% to $219M in H1 2026, with the number of VC deals
declining 41% to 72[4], while private debt overtook venture capital as the dominant source of startup funding in the Gulf,
with Saudi Arabia accounting for approximately $3.9 billion of the GCC's $4.1 billion in structured credit deployment in
2025[5].

+ Demand is resilient but seasonal. Weekly point-of-sale spending held at SR14.17bn ($3.78bn) in the week to 22 August as
education-related transactions jumped 133.9 percent week on week amid the start of the new academic year[6], a spike

economists cautioned against reading as sustained acceleration.

What happened

Formation is booming, and the friction is nearly gone

The headline is volume, and it comes from two meters that are easy to mistake for one. The Saudi Competitiveness and
Business Center counts companies it helped establish, 46,900 in the half[1]; the Ministry of Commerce counts every new
commercial registration issued, more than 71,000 in Q2 alone[2]. The Ministry's count is the wider one; the Centre's is a
subset of formations it handled. On the Ministry's meter, active commercial registrations reached 1,918,512 by the end of
Q2 2026, including 1,280,505 establishments and 638,007 companies, with more than 71,000 new registrations issued
during the quarter[2]. That builds on a Q1 that saw approximately 1.89 million commercial registrations by the end of the

first quarter, with 71,000 new enrollments during the three-month period[7].

The reason volume keeps climbing is that the state has removed most of the historic friction in forming a company, even
though sector and foreign-investment gates remain. The trade press puts the end-to-end registration cycle for most
business types at under 24 hours[3]. The limited liability company is now the default vehicle: the Q2 bulletin puts LLC
registrations above 612,000, up 173 percent over five years[10], making them by far the dominant corporate structure and

the vehicle of choice for Vision 2030-era SME formation.

Foreign founders no longer need a local partner. Foreign investors no longer need a Saudi sponsor to open a business;

under Vision 2030 reforms, 100% foreign ownership is permitted in most activities through a MISA investment license[8].

Who is starting, and where

The demographic story is the most striking data point of the quarter, and it is worth separating the standing stock from the
new flow. Of the establishment registrations already active, women owned 46 percent and young entrepreneurs 38
percent[2]. Of the more than 71,000 registrations newly issued during the quarter, 47 percent were women-owned[2]. The

flow is running slightly ahead of the stock, which is what a share that is still rising looks like.
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Activity concentrates where the population and money are. Riyadh accounted for the largest share of active commercial
registrations with 666,108, followed by Makkah[2], and in Q1 Riyadh, Makkah, and the Eastern Province led regional
activity[7].

The sector mix tells founders where the crowd already is. Construction, retail, and hospitality account for over 50% of new
registrations in Q1 2026[9]. On the digital side, active commercial registrations in artificial intelligence rose 33 percent
year on year to 22,591, while cloud computing registrations increased by 42 percent to 6,802[2], and active e-commerce

registrations climbed 23 percent to 48,497[2].

The sports, entertainment and lifestyle read-through

For operators in our core sectors, the Q2 bulletin is a demand map. The bulletin covered the growth of sectors targeted
under Vision 2030, including tourism, e-commerce, cloud computing, sports academies, and entertainment and gaming
cities[10]. Tourism supply is being built fast: active registrations for resorts increased 43 percent, tourist guide activities rose

38 percent, tfour operators grew 33 percent, and travel agencies expanded 32 percent[2], while hotel registrations climbed
38 percent to 26,801[2].

The creative and physical-activity economy is being formalised too. By end-2025, electronic games saw growth of 27
percent, while sports academies rose by 30 percent, indicating expanding business opportunities in entertainment and
physical education[11]. And the rules around sports as a business changed materially: Saudi Arabia's new Sports Law came
into force on 11 June 2026, marking a major implementation milestone for clubs, federations, leagues, academies, event
organizers, facility operators and investors[12]. Founders in this space should note a real gate: clubs and leagues taking a
corporate form require the Minister of Sport's approval before incorporating, and non-response within sixty days is deemed

a rejection[12].

Capital got selective

The funding environment is the single biggest change a founder must price in. VC fell 74% to $219M in H1 2026, deal count
dropped 41% to 72, and the second quarter saw the lowest deal count since Q3 2020 as deal announcements were
delayed following Eid and ecosystem events were postponed[4]. A wider measure of the same market counts around $5
billion across 211 deals in 2025, the most active in the region[13], but that series includes debt and is not the one falling
here: the 74% decline is measured against a VC-only H1 2025 base of roughly $853 million[4]. The equity market repriced;
total capital into startups did not fall by three quarters.

The money has not left, it has changed shape. Private debt expanded more than eightfold from around $500 million in
2024, with Saudi Arabia leading the market at approximately $3.9 billion in private debt transactions, far ahead of the UAE
at $211 million[5]. That capital is heavily concentrated: fintech remained the dominant sector, accounting for roughly
95.5% of total private debt deployment, followed by agritech, proptech, Saa$, and logistics[14]. The practical takeaway for
founders is a shift toward non-dilutive structures: startups are combining equity, venture debt, and hybrid financing

structures to support growth while limiting dilution[13].

Demand is real, but read it carefully

Consumer spending underpins the whole story. Saudi consumer spending rose 6.8 percent year on year to SR425 billion
($113.3 billion) in the first quarter of 2026, supported by resilient demand, stable inflation and continued non-oil economic
growth, per Knight Frank[15], against a backdrop where the economy expanded 3 percent in Q1 driven by 2.9 percent non-

oil growth, with inflation contained at 1.8 percent[15].

Digital retail is where the growth concentrates. E-commerce spending increased by 42% year on year to SAR 98.4bn, while

POS spending rose by 4.4% to SAR 189.7bn[16], and discretionary categories led: jewellery POS transactions rose 47
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percent, followed by clothing and accessories up 25.9 percent, and telecommunications up 23 percent, reflecting continued

demand for lifestyle, fashion and premium consumer goods[17].

The weekly data carries a warning against over-reading spikes. When August's education surge hit 134%, an economist told
Arab News it was quite normal, reflecting the strong seasonal effect of the back-to-school period, and cautioned about
interpreting the 134 percent increase as a sustained acceleration in economic activity, since it is partly driven by the low

base and the highly seasonal nature of education spending[18].

The numbers

METRIC VALUE SOURCE
New companies established, H1 2026 ~46,900 [1]
Active commercial registrations, end Q2 2026 1,918,512 [2]
New commercial registrations, Q2 2026 >71,000 [2]
Women-owned share of new registrations, Q2 47% [2]
Registration cycle time (most business types) Under 24 hours [3]
LLC records (5-yr growth) >612,000 (+173%) [10]
Al-sector active registrations, Q2 22,591 (+33% YoY) [2]
E-commerce active registrations, Q2 48,497 (+23%) [2]
Venture capital, H1 2026 $219M (-74%) [4]
GCC private debt deployment, 2025 (KSA share) $4.1bn ($3.9bn) [5]
Q1 2026 consumer spending SR425bn ($113.3bn), +6.8% [15]
E-commerce spending, Q1 2026 SR98.4bn (+42%) [16]
Weekly POS spend, week ending 22 Aug $3.78bn [6]
Riyadh prime mall rents (H1 2026) SAR 2,650/sqm (+1.2% YoY), 91% occupancy [20]
F&B share of Riyadh lifestyle-retail tenants ~76% (434+ outlets) [20]
Our read

The registration numbers are genuine, but they are the easy part. When formation takes under a day and the government
layer runs to a few thousand riyals, SAR 1,200 to 2,000 for the commercial registration and from about SAR 2,000 for
chamber membership, which tiers by grade and capital[8], a registration count measures ambition, not viability. The harder
truth sits in the funding data: equity has retreated 74% and the capital that grew is private debt, which by its nature backs
businesses with predictable revenue to service it, not concepts with a deck. The market is now rewarding proof and starving

speculation.

That gap is visible in our own book. Across the 161 founder concepts brought to Venture Insights' free Concept Diagnostic
to date, demand spans 18 sectors, and the clearest concentrations, in order, are F&B (19), then Lifestyle and Tech / Saa$
tied at 14 each, then Fashion & beauty (13). That ranking is almost a mirror of the official registration data, where
construction, retail and hospitality already absorb over half of new records. Founders are crowding into exactly the sectors
that are most contested. And the sharpest number we hold is this: of the 161 we have graded, three read as viable as
framed. The problem is rarely the idea and almost always the framing, the unit economics, and the assumption that visible

demand is unmet demand.
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Where the opportunity actually sits: the women-owned share at 47% is not a diversity footnote, it is a supply signal about
who is building and what they build, disproportionately in lifestyle, fashion, beauty and services where the buyer is also a
woman. The trap is the F&B reflex. Knight Frank puts average lease rates across Riyadh's regional and super-regional malls
at SAR 2,650 per square metre in H1 2026, up 1.2% year on year at 91% occupancy, and finds food and beverage
operators holding roughly 76% of tenancies across the city's lifestyle-retail schemes, more than 434 restaurants and
cafés[20]. The category most founders instinctively choose is the one already three-quarters occupied by people who
chose it first, on the heaviest fixed cost. Jeddah reads differently and it matters for siting: occupancy there improved to
88% while headline rents eased slightly as new supply landed[20], so the western market is the one currently trading space
for price. Who wins: operators with a defensible reason to exist in a crowded category, and those who can finance growth

with revenue rather than repeated equity rounds in a market that has stopped writing them freely.

What to watch

* The Q3 2026 Ministry of Commerce business-sector bulletin, due in October, for whether new-registration volume holds

above 71,000 a quarter and whether the women-owned share sustains near 47%.

* Whether venture equity recovers in H2 after the Eid-related Q2 dip, or whether the private-debt shift becomes structural.

The Q2 deal count was the lowest since Q3 2020[4], so H2 tells you if that was a pause or a trend.

* Sports Law implementation. With the law in force from 11 June 2026[12], watch how the sixty-day ministerial approval

gate for incorporating sports entities is administered in practice through year-end.

* Post-seasonal consumer data from late September onward, to see whether spending stays broad-based once the back-

to-school education surge unwinds.

* The Riyadh rent freeze effect. Rental prices for residential and commercial property inside Riyadh's urban area are fixed
for five years from 25 September 2025, on both new and existing leases[19], so watch how it reshapes site selection

between frozen existing stock and freely-priced new-build destinations.
What this means if you're deciding now

Is it actually cheap and fast to start a company here, or is that marketing?

It is genuinely fast and the government layer is genuinely cheap. For a straightforward Saudi or GCC-owned structure the
registry step is now same-day in the ordinary case, with trade press putting the end-to-end cycle under 24 hours[3], and the
government layer runs to a few thousand riyals: SAR 1,200 to 2,000 for the commercial registration plus chamber
membership from about SAR 2,000, tiered by grade and capital[8]. The cost that decides the business is not the licence, it is
rent, fit-out and working capital. Prime retail is the binding constraint: Knight Frank puts Riyadh's regional and super-
regional mall lease rates at SAR 2,650 per square metre in H1 2026, with occupancy holding at 91%[20], and Riyadh leases
signed from 25 September 2025 sit inside a five-year rent freeze[19], so what you sign now is what you carry. The freeze is
Riyadh-only; in Jeddah, where new supply has eased headline rents and occupancy has risen to 88%[20], the negotiation is

still live.

The market looks crowded in F&B and retail. Is there still room?

There is room, but not for the obvious version of your idea. Construction, retail and hospitality already account for over 50%
of new registrations[9], F&B operators hold about 76% of tenancies in Riyadh's lifestyle-retail schemes[20], and F&B is the
single most common concept founders bring to us. The category is not closed, but at prime-mall rents a me-too concept is
buying the most expensive real estate in order to compete hardest. If you cannot state in one sentence why a customer

switches to you, the numbers will not work.
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Should | raise equity now or wait?

If you can fund growth another way, wait or avoid it. Equity has repriced hard: VC fell 74% to $219M in H1 2026 with deal
count down 41%[4]. Meanwhile private debt reached roughly $3.9 billion deployed into the Kingdom in 2025[5], but that
capital wants revenue it can be repaid from. For most early consumer and lifestyle founders, the honest answer is that
neither pool is easy right now, which is an argument for launching lean and proving demand before you need outside

money.

Is consumer demand strong enough to justify launching this year?

The macro backdrop supports it: consumer spending rose 6.8 percent to SR425 billion in Q1 2026 with inflation
contained[15], and e-commerce spending grew 42 percent year on year[16]. But strong aggregate demand is not the
same as demand for your concept. Treat headline spending as permission to test, not proof you will sell, and be sceptical of
seasonal spikes: even a 134 percent education surge was flagged as partly driven by a low base and highly seasonal[18]

rather than durable growth.

As a woman founder, is this a good moment specifically for me?

The data says yes, and it is not tokenism. Women accounted for 47 percent of the more than 71,000 commercial
registrations issued in Q2 2026[2], which means the ecosystem, financing programmes and customer base are all adjusting
to women as primary operators, particularly in lifestyle, fashion and beauty, three of the four most common concept
categories we see. The moment is favourable; the discipline required on unit economics is identical to everyone else's.
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