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Owl-right start for ECB’s 
Lagarde in first 100 days

KUWAIT: Kuwait Finance House (KFH), the
world-leading Islamic financial institution, has
successfully complied to payment card indus-
try data security standard PCI DSS 3.2.1 after
teaming up with Paladion a global cyber
defense company, to manage end-to-end
consultation and ensure the fulfillment of PCI
DSS Compliance standard.

Group Chief Operations Officer at KFH,
Abdullah Abu Al-Hous said: “We are very glad
to effectively and successfully meet the latest
PCI DSS Compliance standards. It has been
the fruit of collaborative efforts of different
departments in the bank. This is definitely part
of our digital transformation strategy and
efforts to continuously invest in and enhance
our technology, operations, and information
security systems to meet the highest standards
in customer data protection.” 

Abu Al-Hous added on the sidelines of
receiving the Certificate of Compliance from
Paladion’s EVP and Regional Head of EMEA,
Amit Roy in a ceremony held at KFH head-
quarters that KFH is always keen on offering
best service quality, while implementing best
technologies in efforts to preserve customers’
rights and protect their information, yet to
achieve growth in all indicators”.

He emphasized that KFH is keeping abreast
of the latest standards of protecting transac-
tion processing, cards, merchants, and con-
sumers’ need. Led by a team of highly-experi-
enced specialists, Paladion help KFH get
PCIDSS 3.2.1 certified after an extensive audit.
The KFH team was tested by auditors to

ensure measures for all 12 of the standard’s
security requirements were implemented and
effectively functional. “As experts in PCI DSS
consulting services for the past 19 years , we
are aware that global compliance is currently
at a record low,” said a Paladion spokesperson.
There is a direct correlation between cyber
breaches and non-compliance to PCI DSS, so
we are proud to work alongside progressive
institutions like Kuwait Financial House to
ensure regulatory compliance, safety and
security of sensitive customer information.” 

FRANKFURT AM MAIN: Wearing an owl brooch to her
January press conference, Christine Lagarde made clear
her determination to run the European Central Bank dif-
ferently from her predecessors as it hunts for a way out
of crisis-management mode. “I’m neither dove nor hawk,
and my ambition is to be this owl that is often associated
with a little bit of wisdom,” the bank’s first female presi-
dent told reporters the previous month. Central bank
watchers have long resorted to ornithological categories
to sort policymakers.

Those favoring generous support to the economy are
dubbed “doves” and those backing tough love “hawks”.
The battle lines have been drawn especially clearly over
the ECB’s 21-year history, as the euro single currency
brings together countries with vastly different economic
histories and cultural foibles around money. Lagarde took
over after a turbulent few months for the Frankfurt institu-
tion and her chief aim for her first 100 days in office - a
milestone she reached Saturday - was to smooth the divi-
sions and avoid any upsets on her own account. 

Acrimony 
By the end of 2019, predecessor Mario Draghi’s

repeated salvos of unprecedented stimulus measures to
buttress the flagging euro-zone had divided members of
the ECB’s governing council like never before. Doves

believe the Italian economist’s generous doses of medi-
cine helped the euro-zone survive years of struggles
after the 2008 financial crisis. Meanwhile, hawks accused
him of having taken the central bank far beyond the limits
of its treaty mandate to maintain price stability and hav-
ing encouraged reckless borrowing by governments.

Among Lagarde’s first acts on taking office in
November was to whisk the whole governing council to a
conciliatory “retreat” at a plush hotel outside Frankfurt.
She aims to “show she’s listening to others’ arguments,
rather than imposing her own views on them right from
the beginning,” said Eric Dor of France’s IESEG business
school. “I would have preferred her to emerge from her
predecessor’s shadow more” rather than maintaining
Draghi’s policies for now, said Markus Ferber, a German
conservative in the European Parliament.

With the ECB forecasting a gradual pickup in growth
and inflation, Lagarde “will be judged on how successful-
ly she is able to manage what is likely to be a slow
process of monetary policy normalization,” said Nomura
economist George Buckley. The bank will eventually have
to wind down its “quantitative easing” bond-buying pro-
gram, which has so far pumped almost 2.7 trillion euros
($3.0 trillion) into the financial system. At the same time,
Lagarde has launched a year-long rethink of the ECB’s
monetary policy tools and goals.

Observers expect to see the central bank add flexibili-
ty to its just-below-two-percent inflation target. And
Lagarde’s promise to include climate considerations in
monetary policy has set traditionalists’ teeth on edge. In
the near term, she will have to address the risks posed by
the novel coronavirus outbreak to the euro-zone econo-
my in a possible first major test. So far, Lagarde has
“spent more time dealing with politics than monetary

policy,” said Frederik Ducrozet of Pictet Wealth
Management.

Going local
In photos on her Twitter and Instagram accounts, the

former French finance minister and International Monetary
Fund chief likes showing herself in the company of impor-
tant decision makers. She has taken particular care in
Germany, where Draghi’s disinterest in making friends
made the pill of low or zero interest rates on cherished
savings accounts all the more bitter. 

Living in a hotel room while apartment-hunting,
Lagarde has looked to integrate in Frankfurt by appearing
alongside the mayor to eat the local “Green Sauce” spe-
ciality at a new year event. People close to the ECB chief
say she attends the opera, visited a Van Gogh exhibition
when her husband visited from Marseille, and that she
enjoys walks along Frankfurt’s Main river.

She has also looked to anchor herself among the ECB’s
multinational staff, eating occasionally in the canteen or
playing table tennis with disabled employees at a diversity
event. But she also appears concerned with keeping a grip
on internal communication. “There’s talk of getting rid of
anonymous posts on an intranet forum for the staff,” limit-
ing room for criticism, one ECB insider who asked not to
be named said. “No one will say anything if anonymity is
removed,” the person complained. — AFP 

‘I’m neither dove nor hawk, and my ambition is to be this owl’

AUB reports record net
profit of $730.5 million 
KUWAIT: Ahli United Bank BSC (AUB) reported a net profit
attributable to its equity shareholders of $172.1 million for
Q4/2019 which represents a 1.7% improvement over the
Q4/2018 reported profit of $169.3 million. AUB reported a net
profit attributable to its equity shareholders of $730.5 million for
the year ended 31 December 2019, an increase of 4.7% as com-
pared to $697.5 million achieved in 2018. 

The Basic and Diluted Earnings per Share in 2019 was US 7.9
cents (+3.9%), compared to US 7.6 cents in 2018 (EPS: US
1.8cents in Q4/2019 versus US 1.7 cents in Q4/2018).
Comprehensive income attributable to the owners of the bank for
Q4/2019 was 38.5% higher at $194.5 million compared to $140.5
million for Q4/2018. Comprehensive income attributable to the
owners of the bank for year ended 31 December 2019 was $772.3
million (31 December 2018: $662.5 million) an increase of 16.6%
over the prior year. 

The excellent financial performance for 2019 continues to
reflect the sustained benefits arising from AUB’s diversified busi-
ness model, robust risk management framework and judicious
business driven operating culture centered on maximizing pru-
dent and sustainable returns within a disciplined “intelligent
spend” cost culture.

Despite the very low prevailing average interest rate environ-
ment and overall weak market conditions, net operating income
increased (+5.1%) from $1,124.3 million in 2018 to $1,181.1 million
in 2019 (Q4/2019: $301.0 million versus Q4/2018: $279.1 million).
Net interest income improved to $951.5 million in 2019 compared
to $940.5 million in 2018 driven by growth in average loans and
investments.  

Increases in net interest income, trading and investment
income and others resulted in a rise in operating income to
$1,235.5 million during 2019 compared to $1,210.6 million in 2018
(Q4/2019: $316.2 million versus Q4/2018: $303.5 million). Cost to
income ratio was controlled at 28.6% (2018: 27.1%) reflecting
the consistent implementation of AUB’s structured cost discipline
and intelligent spend approach.

Solid asset quality levels were sustained with an unchanged

non-performing loans ratio of 1.9%
(31 December 2018: 1.9%) with
specific provision coverage ratio of
85.9% (31 December 2018:
85.5%). Coverage levels were
assisted by focused asset recovery
efforts during the year. Provision
coverage levels are calculated on a
cash provision basis excluding the
value of the additional significant
non-cash (real estate and securi-
ties) collateral available against
non-performing loans. The Group’s
equity attributable to owners at 31
December 2019 increased by 9.1
% to $4.3 billion (31 December
2018: $3.9 billion). The Group’s

Return on Average Equity achieved for 2019 was 17.7% (2018:
18.1%). The Group’s total assets at 31 December 2019 increased
by 13.4% to $40.3 billion (31 December 2018: $35.5 billion).

This is attributable to a 6.3% growth in the loans and
advances portfolio to $20.7 billion (31 December 2018: $19.5 bil-
lion) and growth in the non-trading investments portfolio to $9.1
billion (31 December 2018: $7.6 billion) as part of an overall
strategy to further balance-sheet diversification and to enhance
in-built liquidity sources while expanding risk adjusted returns
on a prudent basis. 

Asset growth was funded from an increase in customer
deposits (+$1.9 billion) and through repo borrowings (+$1.1 bil-
lion). Return on Average Assets was at 2.1% for 2019 (2018:
2.2%). The Board of Directors has recommended a distribution
comprising of a cash dividend of US cents 5.0 per share (2018:
US cents 5.0 per share) together with a bonus ordinary share
issue of 10% (2018: 10%). 

Meshal Abdul Aziz Al Othman, AUB Chairman, commented:
“AUB has achieved record results and sustained its excellent core
performance for 2019 driven by its well-managed business model
based on diversification and cross border flows seeking the
effective deployment of capital resources across the AUB
Group’s markets in a prudent and profitable manner. Our results
are attributable to the clear defined vision of the bank and to the
exemplary execution of its business strategies by its highly com-
petent and dedicated management and staff.”

Meshal Abdul Aziz Al
Othman, AUB Chairman

Christine Lagarde, President of the European Central
Bank (ECB)

KFH teams up with Paladion for 
PCI-DSS 3.2.1 certificate of compliance

KFH officials receiving the certificate from
Paladion officials 
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High demand for new
heavy crude grade
KUWAIT: Kuwait’s plans to begin exporting a new
crude grade and sharpen its focus on refined prod-
ucts are among the topics explored by Jamal Al
Loughani, Deputy Managing Director, International
Marketing, Kuwait Petroleum Corporation (KPC), in a
wide-ranging video interview he gave recently to
Oxford Business Group’s online broadcasting chan-
nel, Global Platform. 

Al Loughani told licence holders that KPC planned
to begin exporting heavy crude material this year,
having already bolstered its international sales of
Kuwait Export Crude with the launch of a second
grade - Kuwait Super Light Crude. “The whole mar-
ket is waiting because the demand is very high for the
heavy material,” he said. Al Loughani also gave
details of key projects in the pipeline which are set to
boost upstream activity. 

“A very important milestone in 2020 is the intro-
duction of our new mega-project, particularly the
clean fuel project, where we will introduce 800,000
barrels per day of refined product,” he said. “Also, we
are going to start up our new refinery located at Al
Zour.” The country’s new liquefied natural gas import
terminal was another focus. Al Loughani told OBG
that new 15-year contracts had been signed, effective
from 2020,that will ensure most of Kuwait’s gas
requirements are met.

In addition, he highlighted Kuwait’s involvement in
several international joint ventures, which include a
refinery in Vietnam and the Duqm Refinery in Oman.
“We [also] have a number of petrochemical joint ven-
tures through our affiliates, Petrochemical Industries
Company, all over the world,” he added. Marc-Andre
de Blois, OBG’s Director of PR and Video Content,
said the filmed interview with Al Loughani provided
valuable insight into Kuwait’s plans for strengthening
its position in the market at a time when the global
energy industry is in the midst of change. 

“Producers like Kuwait have a key role to play in
meeting demand from countries for crude, even as
importers take steps to diversify their energy
sources and increase the focus on renewables,” he
said. “Our video offers a fascinating snapshot of the
vision that KPC has set out to ensure it retains its
place in a rapidly evolving industry and how it
intends to achieve its goals.”

Non-oil activity 
accelerates in Q3 
KUWAIT: Preliminary GDP data from the Kuwait’s Central
Statistical Bureau (CSB) show’s that economic growth
slowed in Q3 2019 to 0.4% y/y (-0.7% q/q) from 1.8% in
Q2 2019. This is the slowest rate since the first quarter of
2018, and due mainly to a decline in oil sector output relat-
ed to Kuwait’s OPEC+ production cut obligations. Oil sec-
tor activity fell 5.3% y/y (-0.6% q/q), which correlated
perfectly with the fall in oil production over the same time
period (-5.3% y/y), from 2.78 mb/d in 3Q18 to 2.64 mb/d
in Q3 2019. 

Kuwait has routinely produced less crude than its
OPEC+ quota, notching up a compliance rate of 182% in
Q3 2019. Continuing maintenance issues at Kuwait’s giant
1.7 mb/d Burgan oil field has also been a contributing fac-
tor. Burgan may get some respite if Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia can bring online oil production from the Partitioned
Neutral Zone (PNZ) in 2020 now that the two countries
have signed an agreement to restart production from the
Khafji and Wafra fields, which they share equally.       

Non-oil activity boosted 
Non-oil activity, on the other hand, was robust in Q3

2019, with raw data showing a growth rate of 7.8% y/y
(-0.9% q/q). This is almost twice the rate of growth in
Q2 2019, which will be revised down when the annual
growth rate is officially published. The main growth driv-
ers were the ‘other services’ sector, which includes real
estate (+9.2% y/y) and electricity, gas and water
(+4.1% y/y), which typically goes up during the summer
months, followed to a lesser extent by education (+2.9%
y/y), trade (+2.9% y/y) and public administration
(+1.3% y/y).Sectors that were contracting in 3Q19

include: manufacturing (-3.7% y/y); construction (-
7.3% y/y); telecommunications (-5.8% y/y); and trans-
port (-9% y/y).  

As noted above, due to differences in the way the
national accounts are compiled and calculated for the
annual and quarterly GDP series, once seasonally volatile
sub-components such as ‘taxes and subsidies’ are account
for, the level of non-oil growth is usually revised down. On
this basis, Q3 2019 non-oil growth would have been in the
more moderate 1-2% range.

South Africa Airways 
axes more domestic, 
international routes 
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s ailing national airline
announced plans to close almost all its domestic services
and some international flights, the latest bid to save cash
after a spree of cancellations. Flag carrier South African
Airways (SAA) has failed to make a profit for more than a
decade and gets by on government bailouts. Debt-ridden
and strapped for cash, it was placed under a state-
approved rescue plan in December following a week-long
strike that pushed it to the verge of collapse.

The business administrators have since cancelled more
than one hundred flights in an attempt to streamline serv-
ices and conserve funds. In their latest announcement, they
detailed plans to definitively shut down some of those

routes. They said in a statement that they “have identified
which routes will be retained to drive the restructured
national carrier towards profitability”. The cull targeted
mainly domestic routes, with services to almost all South
African destinations set to be cut on February 29.

Domestically, only the Cape Town-Johannesburg route
will continue to be served on a “reduced basis”.
International flights will also be affected, including links to
Abidjan, Hong Kong, Munich and Sao Paulo. Customers
will either be accommodated on other airlines or fully
refunded. Some travel agents have stopped providing can-
cellation insurance for SAA flights. South Africa’s govern-
ment has admitted it is still seeking a solution to finance
the airline, which has a fleet of more than 50 planes and
employs more than 5,000 workers.

A state-owned bank stepped in with a state-guaran-
teed loan of 3.5 billion rand ($2.4 million, 2.2 million euros)
last month. Despite the efforts, administrators warned that
restructuring measures would also lead to job cuts. “A
reduction in the number of employees will unfortunately
be necessary,” they said, pledging to “retain as many jobs

as possible”. Meanwhile, SAA subsidiary SA Express
appealed a judgment that placed the company under busi-
ness rescue. “It is clear that the court went over and above
what it was required,” said the airline on Thursday in a
statement. — AFP 


