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KUWAIT: Isam Al-Sager, National Bank of
Kuwait Group CEO, said that the bank con-
tinued to build on the good operational
momentum witnessed since the end of last
year, posting a KD 84.3 net profit for the first
quarter of 2021, compared to KD 77.7 mil-
lion for the same quarter of 2020, boosting
by 8.5 percent.

Al-Sager added in an interview with Al
Arabiya TV that the first quarter profits
demonstrated the resilience of the bank’s well-
diversified business model, prudent risk man-
agement, as well as the feasibility of its invest-
ments in technology over the past years.

Al-Sager noted that, in continuation of the
signs of recovery seen by the end of 2020,
provisioning has improved, starting from the
fourth quarter of 2020, and the momentum of
this improvement will continue into the first
quarter of 2021, indicating that the continued
reduction in provisioning will positively reflect
on profitability in 2021.

Al-Sager stressed that the key driver of the
bank’s profit growth is its strategy that focuses
on growing income from core banking activi-
ties, as well as diversification in key growth
markets, as well as continuing to invest in
advanced technologies.

NBK takes into consideration that the pan-
demic is not yet over, and that its fallout is still
weighing on the operating environment.
Therefore, it will continue to embrace a con-
servative policy without deviating from its
strategic plans or future growth track, he
pointed out.

Throughout its history extending for seven
decades, NBK has been able to weather many
crises with finesse, and acted as a key contrib-
utor in the economic recovery in the markets
in which it operates, Al-Sager explained.

Advice and support
Speaking on the corporate loan deferment

program, Al-Sager emphasized that repay-
ments are performing according to expecta-
tions over the past period, noting that the cor-
porate loan deferment program was evaluated
on a case-by-case basis, and the resulting
interest was postponed for two quarters, the
last of which is the first quarter of 2021.

He pointed out that the size of corporate
loans deferrals was less than 5 percent of the
total corporate loan portfolio, and it had no

material impact on the revenue side during
2020, stressing that NBK works closely with its
customers and provides them with the neces-
sary advice and support to weather this crisis.

Solid financial position
Regarding the bank’s redemption of the

USD 700 million perpetual bonds issued back
in 2015, Al-Sager mentioned that these bonds
were redeemable after 6 years, and the bank
succeeded in repurchasing these securities in
full in this month.

On the other side, last February, the bank
issued additional Tier 1 capital bonds worth $
700 million, which was used to finance the
bank’s repurchase offer of its securities issued
back in 2015.

Al-Sager added that NBK’s latest bond
issuance captured strong demand from inter-
national investors, which is the third issuance
within 6 months, giving the bank a significant
advantage in pricing these bonds as one of the
lowest regionally. NBK Group CEO affirmed
that the bank’s priorities will continue the
course of preserving a solid capital position
and providing financial buffers in line with its
historic directions. The bank will also seek to
diversify its financing base and enhance capital
adequacy ratios in accordance with Basel III
requirements and the directives of the Central
Bank of Kuwait.

Net Interest Margin
On a question about how Net Interest

Margin (NIM) is expected to evolve during
this year in view of the record-low interest
rate environment, Al-Sager stated that average
NIM for 1Q 2021 was 2.26 percent, compared
to 2.22 percent for 4Q 2020.

He explained that as interest rate environ-
ment is likely to remain unchanged on the
medium term, we expect NIM indicators to
remain within this range during the entire 2021,
noting that, generally speaking, the bank
recorded an improvement in NIM starting
from the fourth quarter of last year, which was
expected, thanks to our liability structure
including term deposits that mature and get
replaced by lower-cost deposits reflecting the
current reduced discount rate.

Generating profits
In an answer to a question about dividend

plans for 2021, Al-Sager mentioned that NBK
has had a consistent dividend policy over the
past years, noting that even in 2020, which was
a challenging year amidst tough operating
environment, the bank maintained the same
dividend distribution ratio, underscoring the
bank’s ability to generate profits and ensure
sustained dividends for its shareholders.

Al-Sager indicated that in 2021, the bank
will continue moving in the same direction
while keeping a conservative policy of enhanc-
ing capital adequacy ratio and maintaining
comfortable capitalization levels.

Operational resilience
Regarding the outlook for 2021, NBK

Group CEO stated that the key challenges this
year are the continued uncertainty regarding
the end of this pandemic, which weighs on the
operating environment.

Al-Sager emphasized that NBK has the
strength, stability and operational resilience to
face all possible scenarios, adding that on the
other hand, over the past years, we have taken
great steps to prepare our bank for the future
through strategic investments in our people,
operations and digital platforms.

Focus on digital transformation
Regarding the bank’s expansion plans, Al-

Sager said: “We have a clear strategy that we
are committed to implement, which is to focus
on digital transformation and diversification,
to continue focusing on growth in all our busi-
ness lines, and to boost our competitiveness in
our international markets.”

NBK seeks to expand in the retail and
wholesale banking in the Egyptian market by
investing in digital banking services as well as
to strengthen its regional footprint in wealth
management, added Al-Sager. In Saudi
Arabia, we will continue to strengthen our
recently established wealth management
proposition and link it to the Group’s global
wealth management platform, he pointed out.

Good quarterly performance 
of loan portfolio

On loan portfolio performance during 1Q
of 2021, Al-Sager commented: “Loan portfolio
performance is compared with pre-pandemic
levels. Therefore, we have to take into consid-
eration that our loan portfolio recorded strong

growth in the 1Q of 2020, before contracting
for the rest of the year due to the conse-
quences of the pandemic.”

When we compare loan portfolio perform-
ance on a quarterly basis, we are talking
about a very good growth of 2 percent in the
first quarter of 2021, compared to the fourth
quarter of 2020, he noted.

Al-Sager said that during 2021, loan port-
folio is expected to witness an average to high
single-digit growth for the full twelve-month
period, hoping that the increase in consumer
spending recorded at the end of last year will
continue, and that the decent pace of lending
citizens will be sustained. He also expected
that the pace of awarding and implementing
government projects in Kuwait will restore the
momentum, which would be reflected on the
private sector’s activity, thus contributing to
create financing opportunities for banks.

Fintech
Al-Sager mentioned that the bank

regards Fintech companies from a partner-
ship perspective, as banks have the infra-
structure that these companies can benefit
from in providing their services. On its part,
and within its tireless efforts to prepare for
the next generation of Fintech, NBK has
established its Digital Factory to support our
digital transformation agenda across the
entire Group. The Digital Factory will act as
a bridge to engage and partner with creative

and innovative Fintech professionals, which
will help the bank provide more advanced
banking products, he added.

Financing challenges
Regarding the possibility of approving the

public debt law, Al-Sager said that the efforts
to pass the public debt law still face political
divisions, but it is expected that, eventually, a
consensus will be reached regarding this law,
which will contribute to securing the State’s
financing needs. Al-Sager added that failure
to pass the law will lead to depleting the liq-
uidity available in the GRF soon, thus limiting
the government’s ability to meet its obliga-
tions and exacerbate the financial and eco-
nomic risks facing the Country.

Al-Sager warned of the possibility that
Kuwait may undergo further downgrade of its
credit rating in case economic reforms are not
implemented and long-term financial chal-
lenges are not addressed, adding that accord-
ing to the bank’s estimates, the general budget
deficit for the fiscal year 2020-2021 is pro-
jected at KD 10 billion, which will lead to
major financing challenges.

Al-Sager accentuated the need for
Kuwait to benefit from the current globally
low interest rates during and to have a
presence in the debt market, indicating that
in light of its very low public debt, Kuwait
has room that can be utilized to secure the
financing needs at a low cost.

vEU unveils AI 
rules to tackle 
Big Brother fears 
BRUSSELS: The EU unveiled a plan yesterday to regu-
late the sprawling field of artificial intelligence, aimed at
helping Europe catch up in the new tech revolution while
curbing the threat of Big Brother-like abuses. “With
these landmark rules, the EU is spearheading the devel-
opment of new global norms to make sure AI can be
trusted,” EU competition chief Margrethe Vestager said. 

“By setting the standards, we can pave the way to
ethical technology worldwide and ensure that the EU
remains competitive along the way.” The European
Commission, the bloc’s executive arm, has been prepar-
ing the proposal for more than a year and a debate
involving the European Parliament and 27 member
states is to go on for months more before a definitive
text is in force.

The EU is looking to set the terms with its first ever
legal package on AI and catch up with the US and
China in a sector that spans from voice recognition to
insurance and law enforcement. The bloc is trying to
learn the lessons after largely missing out on the internet
revolution and failing to produce any major competitors
to match the giants of Silicon Valley or their Chinese
counterparts. But there have been competing concerns
over the plans from both big tech and civil liberties
groups arguing that the EU is either overreaching or not
going far enough.

‘High-risk’
To promote innovation, Brussels wants to provide

a clear legal framework for companies across the
bloc’s 27 member states. “Today’s proposals aim to
strengthen Europe’s position as a global hub of
excellence in AI from the lab to the market,” EU
internal market commissioner Thierry Breton said.
The draft regulation lays out a “risk-based approach”
that would lead to bans on a very limited number of
uses that are deemed as presenting an “unacceptable
risk” to EU fundamental rights.

This would make “generalized surveillance” of the
population off-limits as well as any tech “used to manip-
ulate the behavior, opinions or decisions” of citizens.
Anything resembling a social rating of individuals based
on their behavior or personality would also be prohibit-
ed. On the rung below, the regulation requires compa-
nies to get a special authorization for applications
deemed “high-risk” before they reach the market.

These systems would include “remote biometric
identification of persons in public places” - including
facial recognition - as well as “security elements in criti-
cal public infrastructure”. Special exceptions are envi-
sioned for allowing the use of mass facial recognition
systems in cases such as searching for a missing child,
averting a terror threat, or tracking down someone sus-
pected of a serious crime.  

Military applications of artificial intelligence will
not be covered by the rules. Other uses, not classified
as “high risk”, will have no additional regulatory con-
straints beyond existing ones. Infringements, depend-
ing on their seriousness, may bring heavy fines for
companies. —AFP

Al-Sager: NBK has strength, stability, operating resilience to face all scenarios in 2021

NBK Group CEO to Al Arabiya TV: NBK 
is well-seasoned in weathering crises

Jazeera focuses 
on post pandemic 
expansion
KUWAIT: Jazeera Airways yesterday held its annual gen-
eral meeting (AGM), approving the company’s financial
results for the year ended December 31, 2020 and dis-
cussed other regulatory matters on the agenda.

Speaking to shareholders, Chairman Marwan Boodai
reiterated that Jazeera’s flexible business model has
proved once again its success in adapting to times of crisis
to protect its customers, employees and shareholders’ val-
ue. He said: “We were able to reallocate our resources to
support our local community and economy in a commit-
ment to our role as a Kuwaiti national carrier, served our
customers when government regulations permitted and
continued to commit to our obligations.” 

During 2020, which was qualified by the International
Air Transport Association (IATA) as the “Worst Year in
History for Air Travel Demand”, flights were suspended at
Kuwait International Airport for close to six months from
March 13 and extremely restricted for the rest of the year
at Kuwait International for most of the year. 

While the airline postponed some of its expansion
plans as it overcame the COVID-19 restrictions, Jazeera
placed its resources to serve local efforts to fight the
COVID-19 pandemic, in addition to focusing on connect-

ing flights between points that
have high demand and were
underserved. The airline also
started full-cargo flights and
continued to work on its
future expansion plans once
travel traffic returns.

The airline ended the year
with a healthy asset base and
a very strong unrestricted
cash balance, which stood at
KD19.7 million by the end of
the 2020 financial year.
During the year, Jazeera man-
aged to contain its monthly
cash burn at the level KD1.0 million, enabling it to weather
the prolonged challenging conditions even under the more
restrictive operating environment since the beginning of
2021. Last week, the company’s Board of Directors recom-
mended a capital increase as a precautionary step as
operations remain constrained by the prolonged closure of
Kuwait International Airport. 

2021 outlook
Boodai added: “2020 was specifically exceptional in

Kuwait with very strict restrictions and a conservative
approach to fighting the pandemic when compared to
neighboring countries and the situation of other Low-
Cost Carriers in the world. With the start of 2021, these
restrictions continue, challenging growth in the first half
of the year. 

Boodai affirmed that demand for travel will always
exist. He said: “With the Government of Kuwait taking
bold steps to vaccinating its people, as well as vaccines
rolling out worldwide and airports easing restrictions, we
expect travel to gradually return to its pre-2019 levels by
the fourth quarter. We are very optimistic for the year
2022.”

IATA’s baseline for 2021 is for a 50.4 percent improve-
ment on 2020 demand that would bring the industry to
50.6 percent of 2019 levels. These figures are based on
global performance. 

Boodai concluded: “We are ready to serve our cus-
tomers once again. Our pilots, crew members and sup-
porting teams have taken their vaccines. Our aircraft and
Terminal 5 follow strict hygiene and safety rules. We con-
tinue to take delivery of new aircraft on order to support
the expansion plans.” 

Marwan Boodai

Boubyan Bank 
records KD 12.6m 
in profits for first 
quarter of 2021
KUWAIT: Boubyan Bank has announced KD 24.8 million in
operating profits for the first quarter of this year, while con-
tinuing to allocate provisions amounting to KD 12 million,
thereby recording KD 12.6 million approximately in net prof-
its at a growth rate of 23 percent compared with past year,
while the earning per share amounts to 3.97 fils. 

Boubyan Bank’s Vice-Chairman & Group Chief
Executive Officer, Adel Al-Majed, stated: “We are still
adopting the same strategy and same plans of the past year
where we combated the COVID-19 pandemic in view of the
continued crisis and its repercussions clearly affecting the
banking industry.” 

“Despite the exceptional circumstances we are going
through, Boubyan Bank has confirmed its ability to weather
this storm and to continue providing the highest levels of
customer service while maintaining flexibility in incorporat-
ing our services and products via our various digital channels
to make the lives of our customers much easier.”, he added.

Al-Majed went on to add: “We hope that the economic
sectors in Kuwait return to work normally in light of the
efforts exerted by the various bodies in Kuwait to vacci-
nate the majority of Kuwaitis and expats in order to pave
the way for the reopening of all sectors and the gradual
return to normal life.”“Of course, we had to allocate addi-
tional precautionary provisions to support the bank’s finan-
cial position, and to bolster our ability to face any future
repercussions of the ongoing Covid-19 crisis, which is nor-
mal as a result of this unprecedented crisis; a first in our
modern world.”, he elaborated.  

Positive results
Al-Majed highlighted the most significant numbers

recorded by the bank during the first quarter of this year
where the total of customers’ deposits grew by 12.5 percent
to reach KD 5.2 billion, while the financing portfolio grew by
8 percent to reach KD 4.9 billion, and operating income grew
by 9 percent to reach KD 45 million.

Speaking of the bank’s market shares, the bank’s share of
local financing increased generally to 10.4 percent approxi-
mately, while Boubyan Bank’s share of retail finance grew to
about 13 percent, thereby positioning Boubyan Bank in the
third place among local banks in terms of the financing port-
folio.  Al-Majed went on to highlight prominent achievements
during Q1 of this year, the most significant thereof was the
bank’s regional and international success in covering the
USD 500 million sukuk issuance at 3.95 percent annual profit
rate. He added: “The total subscription requests exceeded
USD 1.3 billion (the issuance was oversubscribed by 2.6 fold
the issued sukuk). This confirms Boubyan Bank’s international
and regional status and reputation, gained owing to its
achievements over the past years across many levels.”

The best in customer service
On the other hand, the crisis caused by the outbreak of

the COVID-19 pandemic in Kuwait has revealed the strength
of Boubyan Bank and how it continued with its quality cus-
tomer service without compromising the high levels main-
tained over the past years.  This helped the bank continue
topping the pyramid of customer service in Kuwait, which
was confirmed by being named the Best Islamic Bank in
Customer Service for the eleventh year in a row since 2010
by Service Hero, the international consumer-driven customer
satisfaction index.  

Furthermore, as a part of the growth plans for our bank’s
branches across various areas of Kuwait to serve its cus-
tomers, the bank inaugurated its new Mubarkiya Branch that
will serve both retail and corporate customers. The branch is
divided into two main parts; one to serve retail customers
while the other will be serving corporate customers. 

The bank continued supporting its human resources by

announcing the acceptance of
a new group of employees in
GUST’s MBA program, which
has been launched since 10
years to support the bank’s
human resources, making
Boubyan the only bank that
supports its employees in their
journey to earn an MBA by
providing them with moral
support and financial incen-
tives. Since 2012, more than
100 male/female employees
earned their MBA degrees
from GUST within the frame-
work of the joint program by Boubyan and GUST, which is
managed by Itqan Academy, the training arm of the bank.

Meanwhile on another front, the bank started a staff cam-
paign two months ago to encourage its employees to get
vaccinated. This campaign was an instant success since the
number of vaccinated employees jumped to more than 30
percent and is expected to grow over the coming weeks to
reach the targeted percentage by the government. 

Serving our society and innteraction with our customers 
In an attempt to support the government efforts, Boubyan

Bank has launched a campaign to encourage its customers
and employees to get the COVID-19 vaccine to reach the
first one million of vaccinated people in Kuwait in order to
achieve herd immunity, thereby making Boubyan the first
among local banks to practically support these efforts. 

The campaign included a group of activities which will
begin with collaboration with a number of Boubyan SMEs
customers, where the bank’s customers will earn free prod-
ucts from these SMEs upon showing the Vaccination
Certificate. Through this type of events, the bank will achieve
two goals; supporting the bank’s SMEs customers, and giving
simple gifts to customers holding any of the various accounts
with the bank to show appreciation for their keenness on the
health of the society, the safety of others and that of Kuwait. 

Adel Al-Majed


