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KUWAIT: National Bank of Kuwait (NBK) has attrib-
uted the sustainable profitability growth to solid funda-
mentals, based on a strategy implemented over the 
years and aimed at diversification of income and opera-
tions, Al-Arabiya TV has reported, citing Isam Al-
Sager, Group Chief Executive Officer of NBK.  

“Our international operations accounted for around 
30 percent of the Group’s net profit in 2019, while our 
Islamic banking arm, Boubyan Bank, dominated nearly 
10 percent of earnings,” stated Al-Sager.  

 
Digital transformation  

NBK has reached an advanced stage in the imple-
mentation of the digital transformation strategy, and 
hence, it introduced its customers with continuously 
outstanding banking products and services.  “This 
boosted NBK’s competitiveness to be more dynamic 
bank,” Al-Sager said. 

NBK’s strategy of diversification and digital transfor-
mation boosted FY19 financial results. NBK reported 
net profit of KD 401.3 million, up 8.2 percent year-on-
year (YoY), despite operating slowdown in Kuwait; the 
bank’s main market. 

FY19 higher profitability was driven by revenue from 
core banking business portfolio and the gradual decline 
in provisions’ allocation. Net operating revenue stood 
at KD 895.5 million last year. Loans and advances grew 
6.8 percent YoY to KD 16.6 billion by 2019-end, while 
client deposits rose 10.7 percent YoY to KD 15.9 billion 
for the same year. 

FY19 profit growth and the healthy balance sheet 
coincided with the bank maintaining criteria for asset 
quality as well as capitalization, with the capital ade-
quacy ratio (CAR) at 17.8 percent, exceeding the regu-
latory requirements. The non-performing loans (NPLs) 
to total loans ratio reached 1.1 percent, with a coverage 
ratio of 272.2 percent.   

 
Healthy balance-sheet  

NBK’s net interest margin (NIM) was impacted by 
the Central Bank of Kuwait’s (CBK) decision to cut the 
discount rate.  “The banking sector capitalized on high-
er discount rates in 2017 and 2018, improving the 
banks’ NIMs. The CBK cut the discount rate - once last 
year - in Q4 2019; compared to three consecutive cuts 
by the US Federal Reserve throughout the year. This 
allowed the CBK to cut its benchmark rates while main-
taining the local currency’s strength and resilience 
against the US dollar,” Al-Sager added. 

“NIMs were pressured by CBK’s decision to cut dis-
count rate by 0.25 percent in 2019, compared to flat 
rates in 2018. However, we seek to offset this through 
cutting interest cost,” Al-Sager noted. NBK has abun-
dant liquidity and a massive deposit base, thanks to its 

well-established position, 
healthy balance sheet, large 
market share and its com-
petitive advantage.   

 
Credit growth  

Al-Sager expressed opti-
mism about improved oper-
ating environment in 2020, 
amid the government’s com-
mitment to stimulate the 
economic activities, which in 
a way will accelerate the 
pace of the projects’ execu-
tion and increase the 
appetite for credit. The 
gross domestic product 
(GDP) of the Kuwaiti non-oil 
sector is forecast to grow at 
2.5 percent in 2020, compared to a significant depres-
sion in 2019.  Kuwait’s estimated budget for 
2020/2021, announced last week, unveiled the govern-
ment’s plans to maintain the investment expenditure 
levels unchanged despite widened budget deficit. 
Investment spending accounts for 16 percent of total 
public expenditure; a positive indicator as the state 
investment spending is the key driver of the economic 
activities and the credit growth. 

NBK maintains a leading position among the local 
banks, as the key play on the financing arranged for the 
government projects, thanks to its solid balance sheet, 
market dominance and its proven track record, thus 
positioning it as a top financier for public and private 
sector projects. 

“There is still a dire need to approve the new debt 
law in 2020 amid the mounting pressures on the state 
revenue, due to volatile oil prices, and the depletion of 
the General Reserve Fund (GRF).  

“In case of approval, the debt law will significantly 
boost the credit growth rates,” Al Sager said. 

 
International operations 

NBK currently focuses on bolstering presence in 
main markets and increasing market share, mainly, in 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt, where the bank made a 
remarkable progress, capitalizing on the growth of the 
international operations, the bank’s strategy of income 
diversification and its position as a top provider of dig-
ital services.  “We seek to increase our retail opera-
tions in the Egyptian market - the biggest regional 
market in terms of population- and boost our services 
for corporates,” Al-Sager said, adding that NBK will 
continue to pursue expansions in the Saudi market, 
operate new branches, and expand its assets-under-

management base, in the light of launching Al-Watani 
Wealth Management Company (NBK Wealth 
Management). 

NBK had took the lead in overseas expansions, 
relying on a well-defined strategy aimed at adding val-
ue to our shareholders through evaluating the target 
market and its impact on target integration. This repre-
sents the main pillar of NBK’s strategy, which will be 
further applied in case of any available investments 
going forward.  

Prudent policies  
NBK’s operations in Lebanon record an outstanding 

performance and play a key role in eliminating risks 
amid a diversification strategy on geographical and 
sector levels. NBK-Lebanon, which is 85 percent-
owned by the Group, has a little contribution to the 
Group’s assets and net profit. 

“NBK adopts prudent risk-management policies in 
line with international criteria, which eliminates operat-
ing risks in its markets,” Al-Sager concluded.  

Al-Sagar: NBK’s sustainable profitability  
growth is driven by solid fundamentals

NBK Group Chief Executive Officer Isam Al-Sager speaks in an interview with Al-Arabiya TV

•NBK is a market leader in financing Kuwait’s infrastructure projects, thanks to its sizeable 
balance sheet and proven track record  

 
•We reached an advanced stage in the implementation of our digital transformation strate-
gy; which will make us a more competitive and dynamic bank 

 
•We have started a diversification strategy, and now it is paying off 
 
•Our expansion strategy is focused on our key growth markets while integrating our opera-

tions across all locations to increase the contribution to the group 
 
•Our strategy outside Kuwait focuses on increasing retail operations in Egypt, and growing 
AUMs for our wealth management business in Saudi Arabia 

 
•NBK’s risk-management prudent policy helps eliminate risks in markets 
 
•NBK “optimistic” about government plans to continue with its infrastructure spending and 
a positive view on credit growth in 2020

NBK Group CEO Isam Al-Sager

KUWAIT: National Bank of Kuwait’s 
(NBK) strong growth and profitability in 
2019, were mainly driven by its diversifica-
tion strategy and focus on the core bank-
ing business portfolio, Bloomberg has 
reported, citing Shaikha Al-Bahar, NBK 
Deputy Group CEO. NBK’s conventional 
as well as Islamic banking operations in 
Kuwait recorded robust growth. NBK’s 
Islamic banking subsidiary, Boubyan Bank, 
also delivered strong growth rates. 

“Last year, loans grew at 6.8 percent. 
Such strong growth was not confined to a 
single market or business segment. 
However, we recorded healthy growth 
rates both in Kuwait and in our main inter-
national markets,” said Al-Bahar. The 
group’s 8.2 percent earnings increase in 
2019 was mainly driven by the core bank-
ing business portfolio in Kuwait and 
NBK’s operations in the international mar-
kets. Al-Bahar also indicated that interna-
tional operations accounted for around 30 
percent of the group’s earnings in 2019, 
with Boubyan Bank dominating around 10 
percent, adding that the income diversifi-
cation strategy helped the bank sustain 
earnings growth over the past years.  

Global interest rates have significantly 
impacted banks’ performance in the region 
last year. The global interest rate cuts 
pressured profit margins.  NBK reported 
relatively higher costs as it continues to 
invest in developing and enhancing the 
group’s growth onwards. These costs were 

disbursed in several fields that may help 
bolster the bank’s leading position in the 
main markets where it operates. 

“We don’t only invest in fields of infor-
mation technology, back office and 
process automation, but we seek to 
explore more modern trends including 
data analysis and processing in all markets 
to address and understand the clientele 
needs in a better way,” Al-Bahar added. 

“NBK set up a digital technology plat-
form in Kuwait with highly-qualified per-
sonnel to represent a boost for the digital 
transformation strategy and stand as an e-
platform which introduces the best servic-

es in NBK’s markets,” Al-Bahar indicated. 
 

Opportunities in 2020 
NBK will continue to build up its client 

base in Kuwait by enhancing its digital 
services and offering its customers better 
services, which will boost its leading posi-
tion in the retail banking segment.  

On the international level, NBK seeks 
more organic growth in the main regional 
markets by implementing the digital trans-
formation strategy. The bank focuses on 
strengthening its presence in the main 
markets, and it plans to expand operations 
in Saudi Arabia as well as Egypt, capitaliz-
ing on its mega digital investments in these 
markets. 

“We see the retail market as a very 
promising market segment in Egypt. We 
have developed a retail-focused strategy 
for our Egyptian operations and started 
implementing it late last year. We are high-
ly optimistic about our expansionary plans 
in Egypt, in the light of the economic 
reforms implemented in Egypt, coupled 
with the current political stability as well 
as the confidence in the Egyptian market,” 
Al-Bahar noted. 

In Saudi Arabia, Al-Bahar ensured that 
the bank is bolstering the position of its 
recently-incepted wealth management 
firm, affiliating it with the Global Wealth 
Management Group. NBK is also working 
on increasing its commercial banking 
products in the Saudi market through 

adopting new techniques to grow its pres-
ence in the Kingdom and increase its con-
tribution to the group’s business portfolio.  

 
Strategy of diversification  

The digital transformation is a key com-
ponent of NBK’s strategy of diversifica-
tion. The bank has tailored-made a busi-
ness model for such transformation, and 
set a strategy organizational structure. The 
recently-initiated digital technology plat-
form is the core of the digital transforma-
tion strategy as it helps implement plans.  

“The platform was established in 
Kuwait to serve our digital transformation 
agenda across the entire Group,” said Al-
Bahar. The bank’s across-segment, cross-
border, digital initiatives will reflect on the 
customers’ banking experience and will 
help develop the bank’s products and 
services.  

“We will optimally utilize the state-of-
the-art data center to better analyze data, 
cut costs and eliminate risks,” stated Al-
Bahar. The bank’s local market strategy 
consists of several pillars, namely, main-
taining its well-established position in the 
local market, growing its market share as 
the top pick for big corporates in addition 
to expanding coverage to medium enter-
prises. 

The bank will continuously capitalize 
on the relatively stable operating environ-
ment, which unlocks more growth poten-

tial given NBK’s leading market position. 
NBK has so far dominated the lion’s share 
of the project financing segment in Kuwait 
and helped funding the bulk of the recent-
ly-awarded projects.  “We expect NBK to 
maintain a leading position in the local 
market in terms of project financing, 
thanks to its sizeable balance sheet, strong 
credit ratings, in addition to its domestic 
as well as international relationships,” Al-
Bahar added. 

Technology and digital investments 
are the main driver of NBK’s consumer 
banking strategy to build up a young 
clientele. The bank also focuses on grow-
ing its product portfolio to better serve 
that segment. 

 
Global confidence 

NBK’s $750 million worth of AT1 per-
petual securities issue received an over-
whelming response from the international 
investors, which placed the bank at an 
unrivaled position when it comes to luring 
international investments. The Tier 1 capi-
tal notes were 3.1 times oversubscribed 
and raised record flows at $2.3 billion. The 
securities were allocated to a diverse base 
of more than 160 investors including US 
investors, accounting for 33 percent of the 
offering, UK controlled around 27 percent, 
Asia and Pacific 20 percent while Europe 
as well as MENA investors dominated 
around 10 percent of the issue. 

• We are investing more in data analysis and processing to better understand customers’ needs 
and behaviors 

 
• Our Digital transformation strategy is a key pillar in attracting young clientele 
 
• We will focus on growing our AUMs in Saudi, while targeting retail growth in Egypt 
 
• We aim to maintain our position as the bank of choice for mega corporates, and grow our 

market penetration in the medium enterprises sector

NBK Deputy Group CEO Shaikha Al-Bahar 

NBK digital transformation strategy key 
driver of growth, profitability: Al-Bahar 

High demand for NBK’s perpetual securities issuance  
reflects global investors’ confidence in NBK


