Newcastle City Council faces backlash over Saudi investment ties
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Newcastle City Council is facing scrutiny over its pursuit of investment from Saudi Arabia, particularly following the high-profile takeover of Newcastle United by a consortium led by the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF) in 2021. The council's connections to the Gulf state have sparked criticism, especially from human rights activists who argue that Saudi Arabia is leveraging the football club to "sportswash" its image in the international arena. This issue garnered increased attention after Newcastle United's historic triumph in the Carabao Cup, during which club chairman Yasir al-Rumayyan was photographed celebrating with the trophy alongside players.
Concerns regarding human rights in Saudi Arabia have emerged prominently in the wake of the club’s success. Critics specifically highlighted the case of Manahel al-Otaibi, a Saudi fitness instructor sentenced to 11 years in prison for advocating women's rights and sharing non-traditional images of herself on social media. In response to these allegations, Pam Smith, the chief executive of Newcastle City Council, defended the potential for investment from Saudi Arabia, emphasising that rejecting such opportunities on human rights grounds could restrict the council's capacity to address local needs amid a push for economic and cultural development in Tyneside.
In an interview with the Local Democracy Reporting Service, Smith stated, “You have to keep in mind why you are doing these things. You are doing them to make Newcastle where it should be. It should be recognised as a global city where everyone can thrive.” She argued for examining investment proposals carefully to ensure they align with the interests of the city and its residents.
Speculative discussions have arisen regarding possible redevelopment initiatives in Newcastle that could involve substantial Saudi investment, including the potential development of a new football stadium and a stake in Newcastle International Airport. Furthermore, Newcastle University is set to play a significant role in a Joint International Institute for Clean Hydrogen, backed by a coalition of Saudi and British institutions.
Karen Kilgour, the city council leader, remarked that although she had not yet engaged with Saudi developers, each potential investment opportunity would be assessed individually. She clarified that the responsibility of addressing human rights issues with Saudi Arabia lies more with the UK Government than with local councils. Kilgour noted, “It would matter to residents [in Newcastle] if investment did not come forward because we had taken a stance that was at odds with the Government, investors, and everyone else.”
The debate surrounding Newcastle's ties to Saudi Arabia is further complicated by the city's previous decision to sever connections with a Chinese sister city due to human rights concerns related to the Uyghur population. Activists from the group NUFC Fans Against Sportswashing (NUFCFAS) have echoed this discontent, urging the council to enhance transparency in its dealings with Saudi officials. They questioned the consistency of the council's human rights stance, stating, “The council is capable of condemning torture in China but says nothing about the torture capital of the Middle East, Saudi Arabia.”
In the context of these discussions, Kilgour reiterated the council's position, asserting, “Our relationship is with the club and not the owners... We wholeheartedly condemn any human rights abuses in Saudi Arabia or anywhere else in the world.” She acknowledged the complexities of diplomacy in this matter, suggesting that dialogues of this nature are better suited for a national level to achieve long-term change.
The Public Investment Fund has not commented publicly on these developments at this time.
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