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KUWAIT: Salah Al-Fulaij, the Chief 
Executive Officer of National Bank of 
Kuwait - Kuwait said that the payback 
from our digital investments over the 
past years was evidenced during the 
crisis as our digital channels played a 
vital role by providing effective and 
practical alternatives for the branches 
during the lockdown periods. Al-Fulaij 
added in an interview with The Banker 
International Magazine that electronic 
transactions reaching record highs - a 
trend that we expect to continue even 
after the economic activities return to 
pre-pandemic levels. NBK Mobile 
Banking and NBK Online Banking 
accounted for more than 85 percent 
of banking transactions during 2020. 

Customers’ dependence on mobile 
b a n k i n g 
increased, as 
the NBK Mobile 
Banking app 
has become 
deservedly the 
bank’s largest 
branch and its 
most important 
digital channel. 
Customers are 
now able to electronically open bank 
accounts and apply for loans without 
having to step a foot in a branch, he 
noted. Al-Fulaij pointed out that the 
significant improvement introduced in 
NBK Mobile Banking App is reaping 
its benefits as the number of the app 
users increased by 38 percent during 
2020 compared to the previous year, 
while the number of transactions 
made using mobile banking increased 
by 51 percent compared to the previ-
ous year. Additionally, online shop-
ping payments using cards also 
recorded a steady increase of 94 per-
cent, whereas contactless payments 
jumped by 200 percent year on year. 

“The crisis did not prevent us from 
implementing our digital transforma-
tion plans, as we were keen to accel-
erate the implementation of its com-
prehensive vision to develop the tradi-
tional concept of branches and inte-
grating them with digital channels to 
provide an integrated and exclusive 
banking experience for the bank’s 
customers. To this end, the bank 
opened its newest branch, which sets 
an example for futuristic branches, as 
it is totally different from the traditional 
branches in terms of design and inter-
active service provision based on the 
state-of-the-art technologies, in a way 
that ensures quick and easy transac-
tions for our customers,” Al-Fulaij 
affirmed. 

The pandemic may have played a 
role in accelerating the pace of our 
digital transformation program, but 
this was a future that we already antic-
ipated and prepared for long ago. We 
successfully positioned ourselves to 
move ahead and gain a competitive 
edge over our competitors by main-
taining a more comprehensive and 
sustainable digital advantage. From 
historical challenges emerge the 
opportunities to reshape the future, 
and we transformed every challenge 
into an opportunity to inspire future 
growth, he highlighted. 

 
Future ambitions 

The CEO of NBK - Kuwait indicated 
that digital transformation is one of the 
main pillars of our long-term strategy. 
Today, we are poised to realize our 
future ambitions, thanks to setting dig-
ital initiatives at the top of our priori-
ties, especially in retail banking. “We 
are tirelessly working to prepare for 
the next generation of fintech trends. 
To that end, we established our digital 
factory in Kuwait to support our digital 
transformation agenda across the 
entire group. The digital factory will 
increase our chances to engage and 
partner with creative and innovative 
talents in fintech, improve internal 
integration through the reconciliation 
of external innovation with business 
requirements, in a way that helps us 
expand our business and provide bet-
ter services to enrich our customers’ 
experience,” he added. 

NBK prides in creating and sustain-
ing a “digital mindset and culture” 
across all functions and levels, to sup-
port our efforts towards a digital trans-
formation based on artificial intelli-
gence and data analytics, which will 
reaffirm our excellence both on the 
local and regional levels. Al-Fulaij 
stressed that NBK will continue to 

invest in digital banking services, not 
only on the front end, but also in our 
back end, such as the implementation 
of robotic process automation and 
machine learning. We also pioneered 
providing digital wealth management 
solutions through NBK SmartWealth, 
in partnership with our investment 
arm, NBK Capital. This move supports 
our effort to keep our young cus-
tomers engaged and allow us to fur-
ther support their investment journey. 
Moreover, we continue to develop 
solutions for fast cross-border money 
transfer solutions using blockchain 
technology. 

Our newly launched data center is 
always put to good use to enhance 
our analytics in designing and adopt-
ing the best offers and services, 
reduce costs and minimize risks. 
Additionally, we continue to improve 
the NBK Mobile Banking app and 
integrate our branches with electronic 
channels to enrich customer experi-
ence, he added. 

 
Close cooperation 

Al-Fulai j  stressed that Kuwait i 
banks have been working closely 
with the Central Bank of Kuwait for 
years to develop digital infrastruc-
ture and to embrace and promote 
innovat ion, as the central  bank 
shows flexibility with regard to regu-
latory requirements in this regard. 
Al-Fulaij indicated that Kuwait is 
actively working to be at the fore-
front of digitization and help pro-
mote technological innovat ion. 
About 70 percent of the 15-24 years 
age group have bank accounts, 
compared to a global average of 54 
percent. This segment represents 
the target market for technologically 
advanced products and services 
due to their eagerness and pre-
paredness to experiment with new 
financial offers. They are also con-
stantly looking for more convenient 
and comfortable ways to bank. 

“Generally, I see that banks need 
flexibility to deal with both unexpect-
ed challenges and opportunities, in 
addition to correcting their course 
during their digital transformation 
journey. To reach this goal, banks 
need a flexible and simplif ied IT 
infrastructure based on a data plat-
form, in essence to transform into 
digi tal  enablers. This platform 
should be scalable with a modern 
infrastructure to store and process 
al l  types of data. I  would l ike to 
emphasize that technology will not 
fully replace human capabilities, but 
rather will enhance and refine our 
analytical capabilities,” he noted. 

 

Leading project finance sector 
On the key drivers of credit 

growth be in Kuwait for 2021/2022, 
Al-Fulaij saw that the current low 
interest rate environment will remain 
the global backdrop for some time. 
In Kuwait, the discount rate hit a 
record low of 1.5 percent and we 
see these low interest rates as a 

potential catalyst for credit growth 
going forward. We expect credit 
growth of around 4-5 percent in 
2021, as business credit growth is 
likely to benefit from a rebound in 
economic growth and increased 
government spending. This will likely 
take place despite the expected 
weaker working capital financing in 

2021, contrary to the trend that we 
increasingly witnessed over the past 
year due to the pandemic, Al-Fulaij 
pointed out. 

As for household credit, while 
lending to citizens will likely continue 
to be robust, given relatively secure 
jobs and an increasing population, 
lending to expats is expected to be 
muted in the coming year,  he 
added. With regard to the perform-
ance of the bank’s loan book in 
2020, Al-Fulaij noted that it grew to 
$57.7bn in 2020, up by 5.7 percent 
compared to December 2019. Our 
conventional domestic operations in 
Kuwait - both retail and corporate - 
were among the most important con-
tributing factors to the growth of our 
loan portfolio during the year. We 
are expecting an average growth 
rate in the mid-single digits for the 
coming 12-month period. 

Al-Fulaij stated that going for-
ward, the bank plans on staying 
focused on leading project finance. 
Our latest facil i t ies included co-
arranging and issuing a KD 1 billion 
($3.2 bil l ion) syndicated loan on 
behalf of KPC. We expect to main-
tain our leadership in the local mar-
ket, backed by our healthy balance 
sheet as well as our domestic and 
international relationships. Our for-
eign corporate unit also contributes 
to supporting and strengthening our 
well-established presence, as it pro-
vides services to around 75 percent 
of the foreign companies operating 
in the market, with strong domi-
nance in letters of credit and letters 
of guarantee, he added. 

On the domestic front, Al-Fulaij 
said that the bank seeks to maintain 
its pioneering position as the bank 
of choice for local large corporations 
and continue our efforts aimed at 
penetrating the medium-sized enter-
prise market. 

 
Conservative policy 

On a question about how non-per-
forming loans (NPLs) performed in 
the past year, Al-Fulaij answered 
that by all regional and international 
standards, we continued to maintain 
a very low NPL rat io,  with an 
NPL/gross loans ratio at 1.72 per-
cent in 2020. Although this is a bit 
higher than our levels in 2019, we 
have a very comfortable NPL cover-
age ratio of 220.0 percent. 

Al-Fulaij explained that the slight 
increase in NPL/gross loans ratio 
was due to our conservative view 
and proactive impairment approach 
in light of the growing uncertainties 
created by the pandemic. This has 
also reflected on the increased lev-
els in provisions for credit losses 
that were largely precautionary in 
nature. It is also worth highlighting 
that in the second and third quarter 
of 2020, there was a high level of 
uncertainty around the operating 
environment and we took a very con-
servative view on the l iquidity of 
some customers, which eventually 
led to building high provisioning 
buffers, he added. 

Overall, the provisions improved 
in the fourth quarter of 2020, com-

pared to the previous two quarters 
after the economy began to show 
signs of recovery. We hope that this 
recovery will carry on in 2021, but at 
the same time the pandemic is not 
over yet, and its global repercus-
sions are still unfolding. Therefore, 
we have cautious optimism about 
the future prospects of our provi-
sions, mentioned Al-Fulaij. I would 
also like to point out that despite ele-
vated levels of credit provisions and 
impairments, the group’s balance 
sheet remains strong with a stable 
credit quality. NBK’s capital base, 
along with the ability to generate 
healthy operating profits, provides a 
strong credit loss-absorption capac-
ity, he noted.  

 

 

 

 

• We transformed every challenge into an opportunity to inspire future growth and a driver for a more 
digital and sustainable era 

 
• The pandemic accelerated the pace of our digital transformation to a future that we already anticipated 

and prepared for long ago 
 
• We pride in creating a “digital mindset and culture” that supports our efforts towards an AI-based digi-

tal transformation 
 
• The Central Bank is a key partner and supporter of Kuwaiti banks in developing digital infrastructure 

and embracing innovation 
 
• Technology will not fully replace human capabilities, but rather will enhance and refine our analytical 

capabilities. 
 
• Business credit growth is likely to benefit from a rebound in economic growth and increased govern-

ment spending 
 
• Going forward, we plan on staying focused on leading mega project finance, locally and regionally 
 
• We maintain our leadership in the local market, backed by our healthy balance sheet as well as our 

domestic and international relationships 
 
• We seek to maintain our pioneering position as the bank of choice for local large corporations and 

continue our efforts aimed at penetrating the medium-sized enterprise market 
 
• The group’s financial position remains strong with a stable credit quality
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