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UN to meet on 
global warming 
impact on peace
UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security Council will
hold a summit of world leaders tomorrow to debate
climate change’s implications for world peace, an issue
on which its 15 members have divergent opinions. The
session, called by British Prime Minister Boris Johnson
and conducted by video-conference, comes just days
after the United States under President Joe Biden for-
mally rejoined the Paris climate change accord.

Johnson, whose country now holds the Security
Council’s rotating presidency, will address the forum,
as will US climate czar John Kerry, French President
Emmanuel Macron, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
and the prime ministers of Ireland, Vietnam, Norway
and other countries, diplomats say.

The meeting will serve as a test for US-China rela-
tions, one UN ambassador said on condition of
anonymity, alluding to one of the few issues where the
two big powers might agree. But this is not a given.
“We should watch how the Chinese position them-
selves with the Americans,” this ambassador said.

Traditionally, the ambassador said, “you know that
the Russians and the Chinese will immediately say (cli-
mate change has) ‘nothing to do’ with the council’s
issues.”

Today, however, “the Chinese are more liable to be
slightly open to that discussion,” which “leaves the
Russians pretty much on their own.” Russia does not
see climate change as a broad issue for the Security
Council to address. Moscow prefers dealing with cli-
mate questions on a case-by-case basis, diplomats told
AFP. Tomorrow’s meeting “will be focused on the secu-
rity aspects of climate change,” a second ambassador
said, also on condition of anonymity.

Some non-permanent members of the council
including Kenya and Niger have clearly expressed
their concerns about climate change’s impact on
national security. Others do not want to “turn the
Security Council into another organ which is looking
just at the issues more broadly around finance, adapta-
tion, mitigation and negotiations,” the second ambas-
sador said.

Implications for conflict  
“Both China and Russia, but not only them, are

reluctant to have the Security Council discuss climate
change and its implications,” said a third ambassador,
who ruled out the possibility of the council adopting a
joint statement at this point. “China and Russia think
that it can become intrusive, that it is not about peace
and security,” this ambassador said.

“They don’t want the Security Council to do
decision-making about economic choices. Even
they understand that climate change has implica-
tions for conflict drivers.” “Desertification, popula-
tion movements and competition for access to
resources” are linked to global warming, said
another diplomat. This is important for Tunisia,
Norway and Ireland. The latter two have been on
the council since January. —AFP

KUWAIT: National  Bank of  Kuwait  (NBK)
received the award of  “Best Retai l  Bank in
Customer Services in Kuwait” for 2020, accord-
ing to Service Hero Customer Satisfaction Index,
for the 10th time.

NBK was named the winner of the award dur-
ing the virtual ceremony held by Service Hero to
announce the index’s results last Tuesday. Service
Hero is a highly reputable customer satisfaction
index that collects the voice of customers on
service standards and creates a list of service
providers ranked by category. The index partners
with the American Customer Satisfaction Index, is
a member of ESOMAR and is backed by an inde-
pendent advisory council to ensure all results are
impartial, objective and accurately reflect the
voice of the customer.

The award of “Best Retail Bank in Customer
Services in Kuwait” is fully based on customers’
assessment of banks in Kuwait. Service dimen-
sions evaluated include reliability, speed, product
quality, value, location, staff quality, call center
and website. The Index also rates overall satisfac-
tion, loyalty and comparison to an ideal. 

On this occasion, Mohammed Al-Othman, GM-
Consumer Banking Group at National Bank of
Kuwait said: “When you are serving 1/3 of the
country’s population you must be focused on put-
ting the customer at the center of all we do.
Dedication and commitment to our customers is a
must. Today, we reap the fruits of our digital
transformation strategy, which consolidated our
superiority in providing the most advanced digital
services and payment solutions. The exceptional

circumstances that prevailed last year reaffirmed
the prudence of our proactive approach in view
of the changes that the banking industry is wit-
nessing these days.”

“The year 2020 was absolutely exceptional,
due to the precautionary measures and shutdown
of economic activities in response to the coron-
avirus pandemic, which prompted increased
reliance on digital channels for making transac-
tions, as our customers used NBK Mobile Banking
and NBK Online Banking for 85% of their trans-
actions made all over the year,” he added.

Al-Othman added: “We continued to launch
initiatives throughout the year to meet our cus-
tomers’ needs despite the challenges we faced, as
we provided a mobile branch that reaches cus-

tomers at their doorsteps to allow them make all
their transactions, and enhanced NBK Mobile
Banking App by adding 22 new services and
updates during the year.”

Al-Othman concluded that focusing on cus-
tomer service and customer experience is one of
the core values of NBK’s employees and a key
part in all the bank’s strategies that places cus-
tomer satisfaction as a top priority. This is imple-
mented by a professional team working in a dis-
tinguished environment characterized by the
highest levels of coordination between all depart-
ments to ensure the best customer service.

It is worth mentioning that NBK received the
award of Best Consumer Digital Bank in the
Middle East for 2020 from the reputable interna-

tional magazine Global Finance, in the annual sur-
vey of the World’s Best Digital Banks. In this sur-
vey, winners are selected based on the evaluation
of a world-class panel of judges at Infosys, a
global leader in consult ing and technology,
whereas Global Finance editors were responsible
for the final selection of all winners.

During the year 2020, NBK launched a vari-
ety of high-quality banking products and servic-
es that gained the trust of customers, focusing
on advanced payment solutions and digital serv-
ices  through the updates  of  NBK Mobi le
Banking App and NBK Online Banking, as cus-
tomers showed an increasing reliance on these
channels for making their banking transactions
over the past period.

Service Hero Customer Satisfaction Index recognition for the 10th time 

NBK named ‘Best Retail Bank in 
Customer Services in Kuwait’ 

UK fintechs seek 
‘cure for Brexit’ 
in Lithuania
VILNIUS, Lithuania: Thanks in part to Brexit,
Lithuania is becoming a fintech hub as a growing
number of UK-linked digital financial companies
are getting licenses there so they can continue to
operate in the European Union.

The Baltic eurozone state with a population
about a third the size of London is now leading the
EU in fintech with over 230 companies, according
to the Invest Lithuania government agency.

Some two dozen have links to Britain. One of the
first to come after the 2016 Brexit referendum was
London-based Revolut bank.

“Lithuania is currently a hub for our European
operations after Brexit,” Virgilijus Mirkes, CEO of
Revolut Bank in Lithuania, told AFP. “We opened
our Vilnius office in 2017 after considering the fin-
tech-friendly business environment,” he said, point-
ing to a speedy licensing process and good local
talent.

Invest Lithuania estimates that the sector
employs more than 4,000 people in the country-an
increase of more than 18 percent in the past year.
“During the Brexit transition period, fintech com-
panies began to search for an alternative EU har-
bour and thus Lithuania has become one of their
primary options,” said Jekaterina Govina, a senior
official in charge of supervision at Lithuania’s cen-
tral bank.

‘Continue to scale’ 
Lithuania says it can process license applica-

tions in as little as three months, more quickly than
anyone else in the EU. The central bank has granted
a total of 118 fintech licenses allowing companies to
operate anywhere in the EU-far higher than
Germany with 77 licenses and France with 76,
according to a report from Invest Lithuania.

Britain is still first by far with 610 licenses.
Lithuania’s central bank has also set up a “regula-
tory sandbox”-a framework to allow fintech com-
panies to test out innovations.

“That was a lighthouse for companies searching
for a cure for Brexit,” Govina said.

While the capital Vilnius does not offer the big
city attractions of London and getting there is
tricky at the moment because of coronavirus
restrictions, internet speeds in Lithuania are good
and it has a tech-savvy workforce. Revolut employs
some 200 people in the country, including in prod-
uct development and customer support, and Mirkes
said the company would “continue to scale (up) our
operations here”.

Revolut started its operations in Vilnius in a
gleaming glass-fronted office hub called Rockit,
which is funded by Swedbank and provides work-
space and industry events for some 30 member
companies.

“Our hub helps to create a fintech community
where foreign companies can easily find local part-
ners,” Rockit CEO Sarune Smalakyte said during a
recent visit to the space.

Need for firmer approach 
But the push into fintech also comes with risks.
Sergejus Muravjovas, CEO of Transparency

International Lithuania, said “the ambition to
become a fintech center comes with a responsibili-
ty to take money laundering prevention to a new
level. “There is a need for a firmer and more data-
driven approach from monitoring the institutions
involved,” he told AFP.

Govina said the authorities were “fully aware” of
their responsibilities as a license in the Baltic state
opens the gates to the entire EU market. Another
company that has recently set up in Lithuania is
London-based DiPocket Group, which has devel-
oped an e-money wallet app.

“Brexit was definitely the trigger event,” said
DiPocket CEO and co-founder Fedele Di Maggio.

He said he found the central bank “both strict
and supportive” and described the local workforce
as “generally English-speaking and with reasonable
financial expectations”.  —AFP

VILNIUS: Rockit CEO Sarune Smalakyte looks on dur-
ing an interview at the offices of the Rockit work-
space for FinTech founders, in Vilnius. —AFP

Could empty office 
buildings help solve 
France’s housing crisis?
PARIS: COVID-19 has emptied office buildings and
business districts, and with working from home
expected to be the norm after the pandemic, some
want to convert them to residential use to help
solve inner city housing crises. France has already
begun to experiment with such conversions and
“the significant rise in remote working encourages
scaling up” such projects, French Housing Minister
Emmanuelle Wargon said recently.

She wants to accelerate the transformations to
respond to both the need for housing and to fight
against urban sprawl. A recent study concentrating
on the Paris region, home to nearly a fifth of
France’s population, found that if around 40 per-
cent of firms adopted two days of remote working
per week following the pandemic, they could
reduce the office space they occupy by almost 30
percent, or 3.3 million square meters, over the com-
ing decade.

Such a scenario is a nightmare for the commer-
cial real estate industry-a favorite of investors as it
is easier to manage, with slower turnover of clients
and fewer unpaid rent bills. But even before the
pandemic more than six percent of Paris region
office space was vacant, according to the study
from the IEIF research institute.

‘Mythical creature’ 
“The conversion of offices into housing is a bit of

a mythical creature”, said IEIF’s director Christian
de Karangal. Although years of discussion have
never amounted to concrete actions this time may
be different, said de Karangal-even if the extent of
remote working’s impact on office space occupancy
is still unclear.

That is because-in addition to public authorities
encouraging such conversions-some buildings are
becoming obsolete for use as offices, and institu-
tional investors are now interested.

But the changes are not always straightforward.
“Not all buildings can be converted,” said Sebastien
Lorrain, a senior director for residential, healthcare
and investment properties at international commer-
cial real estate group CBRE in France. “Only around
20 percent of assets studied showed a real potential
for conversion,” he said.

One of the greatest problems is natural light, said
Carlos Alvarez, a project leader at the Moatti-Riviere
architectural firm, which co-won an industry prize in
2019 for transforming offices into apartments.

Commercial buildings often have much greater
floor space, making it difficult to ensure all rooms
have windows to let in natural light. “Most of the
time, this results in demolitions,” said Alvarez.

Fantasy into reality 
Another issue is buildings constructed in the

1970s-which account for the majority for sale-often
contain asbestos, resulting in millions in additional
costs to remove hazardous material. For Norbert

Fanchon, director of the public housing group
Gambetta, the idea of conversions is “a fantasy as
old as property developers”. He believes to jump-
start such projects, the ball is in the court of local
authorities, who need to deliver building permits, as
well as the French state which needs to “reduce the
technical and administrative constraints” that make
such redevelopments particularly expensive.

There is some time to resolve the issues holding
back the transformations. “The deflationary impact
on the Paris region’s office park will take time” to be
felt, said the IEIF. Employers will first need to define
their post-pandemic remote working policies and see
how much they can reduce office space. With some
commercial rental agreements lasting nine years, the
effect on the market will be gradual. —AFP

Even before the pandemic more than six percent of
Paris region office space was vacant. —AFP

With Swiss firms struggling through another lock-
down, the federal government last week finally loos-
ened its purse strings a bit. — AFP

Swiss spooked by 
using debt to 
prop up economy
ZURICH: Germany, which is known for strict budg-
ets, has tapped debt markets to prop up its virus-
hit economy, while neighboring Switzerland has
consistently curbed borrowing despite calls to
change course. With Swiss f irms struggling

through another lockdown, the federal government
last week finally loosened its purse strings a bit,
doubling emergency aid to 10 billion Swiss francs
($11.2 billion, 9.3 billion euros) as part of a pro-
gram to boost the economy.

But when he presented the package for compa-
nies worst hit by the latest COVID restrictions,
Finance Minister Ueli Maurer again lamented that
Switzerland had to borrow to boost the economy.

Some 10 billion francs in debt will have to be
paid off within six years according to a constitu-
tional debt brake rule, Maurer warned. He prom-
ised to present various options to do so as soon as

the economic outlook cleared a bit.
Despite mounting criticism that the wealthy

Alpine nation isn’t doing enough to support com-
panies, Maurer has repeated time and again that
the Swiss government has “no money”.

The government is already borrowing “150 mil-
lion francs a day, or six mill ion per hour, or
100,000 a minute,” he notes. In 2020,
Switzerland’s federal government spent 15 billion
francs ($16.7 billion, 13.8 billion euros) to support
the economy, and preliminary data shows it ended
the year with a deficit of 15.8 billion ($17.6 billion,
14.5 billion euros). —AFP


