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Local Spotlight

According to a recent poll on the most affordable
cities for expatriates around the world, Kuwait
ranked the lowest (or best in this case) in the Gulf

Cooperation Council.
The cost of living survey by Mercer Company, a human

resources agency, focused on comparative costs of living.
Kuwait is the cheapest city in the GCC and 121st in the list
of the most expensive cities in terms of the living cost for
expatriates.  Dubai in the Emirates ranked 26th in the world,
while Beirut occupied fourth place in the Arab and 65th
globally. 

Is Kuwait really an affordable city and how was this
evaluation made? I wonder if there are other worries for
expats in terms of expenses and accommodation. Mercer
uses New York City as a benchmark for its classification,
and records the movements of local currencies against the
dollar.

This list of the company survey included more than 200
cities on five continents and the cost of more than 200
items per city, including housing, transportation, food and
clothing.

Hong Kong led the list of the world’s most expensive
cities in terms of cost of living for expatriates followed by
Tokyo and Zurich. The report pointed out that currency
fluctuations were the main reason for the Asian cities to
lead the list.

I was glad to see Kuwait score so well on this list. Some
may not totally agree, but there are many considerations
that must be taken into account. First, there is no income
tax system and the standard of living is flexible that single
or married people can adapt in a way that suits their
income and family condition. I think the cost of living in
Kuwait for expatriates is somewhat acceptable. It is not
very expensive, but nor is very cheap at the same time.

I guess there are many reasons that makes Kuwait
attractive to expatriates. The issue of security has become
an important element in light of tensions and fighting in
many countries in the Arab world. Also, the availability of
job opportunities as well as the actual difference in the val-
ue of currency compared to the Kuwaiti dinar is a key
incentive. After all an expat would want to save money for
his family.

Kuwait is open to all without taxes or overpriced cus-
toms and this encourages expatriate traders to succeed
easily, despite the existence of problems like the kafala sys-
tem, wasta, corruption and discrimination against expats. 

As for accommodation, the fall in rental prices is normal
because there is a problem in the expectations of landlords
about the capacity of rooms and services accompanying
modern buildings. Many apartment buildings have rooms
that are way too small, lack basic services like parking  and
maintenance and are way over priced for the realities of the
market. 

Also growing costs of living, inflation, high school fees,
reduction in employment of expats in the government sec-
tor and growing xenophobia have also led more expats to
leave or to at least send their families back home to live.

This reality definitely negatively impacted the investment
property and occupancy rates after the increase in supply
compared to the decline in demand. I think this issue need a
serious consideration and study.

Still I think that the expatriates will continue to live in
Kuwait even if the price rises because the matter for the
expatriate is linked to the availability of jobs and access to
have regular income.    

Is Kuwait cheap? 
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When my friends in the Philippines ask me where
I am from or where my home is, it’s hard to
answer that question because it usually

involves a lengthy explanation. 
I am a Filipino and Philippines is my home country, but

I have never been there before. I was born and raised in
Kuwait. I was only 16 years old, when my parents sent me
to the Philippines to attend college. Adjusting was hard at
first and making friends was not easy.  But since you are
far away from home and your family, you have no choice
but to become independent. 

Life in the Philippines is indeed very different from
where I grew up. And when I get lonely at times, I start
reminiscing about my life in Kuwait. 

Growing up in Kuwait, one of my favorite things was
sandstorms. This may seem odd but if you are a student
you will  understand. Sandstorms mean school will be can-
celled. 

I also remember cherishing the rain in Kuwait because
it only rains once a year. But in the Philippines, school usu-
ally gets cancelled if there’s a heavy rain or typhoons.
Since it is a tropical area, rain is always expected in the
daily lives of the Filipinos. Not to mention, the heavy traf-
fic! I experienced commuting by jeep or motorcycle, and it
was really hard to travel. Everyone knows that you should
leave home extra early because the Philippines has the
busiest street. But in Kuwait, my father would pick me up
and drop me off, and the journey wasn’t a hassle. Also

when commuting,  the bus fare does not apply to students
as it was free. You wouldn’t be deemed as “rich” when you
ride in taxis because taxis are used in Kuwait every day
unlike in the Philippines. 

Living in Kuwait, we all know that weekends are Friday
and Saturday. But in the Philippines, weekends are
Saturday and Sunday and this takes time to adjust to.
Once I didn’t go to school on Friday, thinking it was the
weekend. I went to school on Sunday instead, and when I
got there, I was the only student in our university! 

Speaking of school, my long days at high school in
Kuwait would have been impossible without our favorite
KDD ice cream vendor, selling outside our school during
dismissals. I would always save money so I could buy my
favorite treat. Also, Ramadan is my favorite time of the
month because you get out of school early, but not to
mention, everything is closed and you can’t eat outside
until sunset.

Don’t get me wrong, I love the Philippines it’s where I
belong because I am a Filipino. But there are so many
experiences that I haven’t had growing up somewhere
else. When my friends in the Philippines ask me where I
am from, I don’t get confused anymore. Home is where the
heart is, it’s where you spent your childhood or where you
lived during an important life event. It’s where you feel
safe, it’s where you grew up. When you live abroad, you
realize that you are two distinct people and you will
always be an expat. Kuwait is also my home. 

Growing up as an expat in Kuwait
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