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KUWAIT: Shaikha Al-Bahar, the Deputy Chief
Executive Officer of National Bank of Kuwait
(NBK) Group said that there is much optimism that
the momentum of awarding and implementing mega
government projects, including PPP projects, which
will reflect on the activity of the private sector, sup-
port the agenda of Kuwait 2035 National
Development Plan, and will contribute to create
financing opportunities for banks.

In an interview with Bloomberg TV, Al-Bahar
stated that she is optimistic that agreement will be
soon reached on approving the Public Debt Law,
noting that after formation of the new cabinet, the
government should move faster with the steps taken
to approve economic reforms, basically the Public
Debt Law, in cooperation with the National
Assembly. 

Al-Bahar added that all discussions about the
public debt law are related to the debt ceiling,
maturities, and the channels that will be financed by
the law, indicating that the core issues is that
approving the law should not be intended to secure
payments of salaries only, but rather to finance
development projects to drive growth forward. Al-
Bahar pointed out that necessary steps should be
taken to sustain growth, including striving to
achieve economic diversification, and supporting
the private sector to create job opportunities, in
addition to accelerating the adoption of a compre-
hensive financial reform agenda that supports fur-
ther growth for the non-oil sector.

It is necessary to find sustainable solutions to
meet financing needs and cover the increasing
budget deficit, as well as to address structural
imbalances in the budget, especially with the
increasing fluctuation in oil prices, which represents
90 percent of public revenues, she added.

NBK Group Deputy CEO affirmed that for long
years, the political scene in Kuwait was marked by
political tension between the government and par-
liament, explaining that this tension did not signifi-
cantly stymie the development process, despite
occasionally causing slowdown.

Al-Bahar indicated that the current stand-off is
not different from previous experiences where it
took some time until solutions were finally found,
which is recently manifested in the discussions aimed
to reach common grounds to find a solution for the
current situation. Al-Bahar said that with the forma-
tion of a new government, she is very optimistic to
reach political settlements and cooperation by MPs,
which would result in activation of reforms, hoping
that the Public Debt Law will be approved soon.

Local dominance
Al-Bahar affirmed that the bank will continue to

focus on leading mega projects financing sector,

expecting to maintain dominance over the local
market in this sector, thanks to the bank’s large bal-
ance sheet and strong relationships both on the
local and international levels.

Our foreign corporate unit contributes to consol-
idating this leading local position, by servicing 75
percent of the companies operating in Kuwait, with
remarkable leadership in the area of LCs and LGs,
she continued.

On the local corporate level, Al-Bahar said that
NBK strives to maintain is leadership as the house
bank for large companies and continue to penetrate
the medium-sized companies sector.

Digitization and diversification
On a question about the bank’s intentions to

make any deals for mergers or acquisitions, Al-
Bahar stressed that NBK has a clear strategy, which
is to focus on digitization and diversification across
different sectors such as corporate banking and
financing mega projects, in addition to continuing to
focus on organic growth and strengthening our
competitive edge in our international markets.

KD devaluation is unlikely
In response to a question about the probability

of devaluation of the Kuwait dinar, Al-Bahar said:
“This is very unlikely, and I do not agree with this
assumption. Maintaining the stability of Kuwaiti
Dinar exchange rate, in a way that preserves its
purchasing power, is one of the key constants that
are firmly supported by the Central Bank of
Kuwait.” At the present time, there is no pressure on
the Kuwait Dinar, as it recently rose slightly against
the US dollar, noting that even if there is pressure,
the central bank has plenty of strong and stable
reserves that can absorb any demand on the US
dollar, and easily reduce the pressure on the Dinar,
she added.

Seizing opportunities
NBK Group Deputy CEO emphasized that the

bank is exploring more opportunities within the
Kuwaiti market, being our key market, noting that it

will continue to focus on customers by improving
and simplifying digital capabilities to consolidate
our leading position in the retail banking market.

Digital banking is the cornerstone of our con-
sumer banking strategy for acquisition and reten-
tion of customers from the important youth seg-
ment, Al-Bahar pointed out. Islamic banking will
also contribute to consolidate our leading position
in the local market in Kuwait, as Boubyan Bank’s
strategy continues to evolve towards enhancing and
growing its local market share, she added.

Al-Bahar highlighted that NBK will continue
focusing on leading the project financing sector,
expecting to maintain its local market dominance in
this sector, thanks to the bank’s large balance sheet
and its strong relationships both on the local and
international levels.

International operations
Regarding international operations, Al-Bahar

said that NBK seeks to expand in the retail and
wholesale banking by transforming its retail fran-
chise in Egypt with enhanced digital capabilities
and focusing on acquisition of new customers and
simplifying banking transactions, in addition to
building a regional powerhouse for wealth manage-
ment. The group seeks to expand its digital leader-
ship, increase investments in developing digital
platforms, and focus heavily on digital technologies,
as a key driver for future growth in all our markets,
she highlighted.

Al-Bahar added: “In Saudi Arabia, we will contin-
ue to strengthen our recently established wealth
management proposition, and link it to the group’s
global wealth management platform, as we see huge
potentials in this area. We also seek to increase our
commercial banking offerings in the Saudi market to
gradually enhance our presence in the Kingdom and
increase its contribution to the group’s bottom line.”

Digital transformation
Al-Bahar emphasized that NBK’s digital invest-

ments paid off during the crisis, as digital channels
were instrumental to ensure uninterrupted services
for the bank’s customers. She noted that digital
transactions increased to record levels, which is a
continuing trend, even after the partial resumption
of economic activities. The bank will continue to
invest in digital banking, not only in the front-end
but also in the back-end operations such as
Robotics Process Automation (RPA). It will also
continue to invest in data analysis and processing to
better understand customer needs and behavior.

NBK Group Deputy CEO in an interview with Bloomberg TV

l We expect an improved momentum of awarding and executing large government projects 
l We hope there will be an agreement on approving the Public Debt Law in the short term
l Maintaining the stability of the Kuwaiti Dinar and ensuring its purchasing power are constants

firmly supported by the Central Bank of Kuwait
l Focusing on organic growth and improving our competitive edge in our key international

markets are top strategic priorities for the group
l The bank will continue to defend its dominance in the project finance sector in the local market

Coup creates 
banking woes 
in Myanmar
YANGON: Early bird customers of a mili-
tary-owned bank queued anxiously as
dawn light crept over Yangon, after a strict
new limit on daily cash withdrawals fuelled
rumors of a money shortage in post-coup
Myanmar. Myawaddy Bank is among
scores of military-controlled businesses in
Myanmar facing boycott pressures since
the generals ousted civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi from power on February 1.

Nationwide protests have called for
employees-including bank workers-to skip
work, seizing up a banking sector heavily
dominated by the military and its cronies
ahead of the monthly payday this Friday.
For those in need of cash, it does not help
that no clear information has been
released.

In commercial hub Yangon, private
banks remain mostly closed, government
banks seem partly open, and getting cash
from ATMs appears to be a touch-and-go

endeavor. The uncertainty has fuelled wor-
ries of cash shortages, said Tun Naing, a
43-year-old businessman who has queued
up daily for the past week to withdraw six
million Myanmar kyat-or about $4,500 —
from his Myawaddy bank account.

“Because of rumors about this bank, I
came to withdraw my money,” he said.
Despite being the sixth-biggest domestic
bank in Myanmar, Myawaddy is only
allowing 200 customers per branch to
make withdrawals limited to 500,000 kyat
a day-about $370. 

Getting a spot in the morning is key,
with “some people staying at nearby
hotels to queue early for tokens”, Tun
Naing said. Others are not so lucky.

Retired teacher Myint Myint has been
queuing every day for a week but still has
not been able to make a withdrawal. “I’m
really fed up,” the 64-year-old said.

“They should announce through (state-
run media) that our money is okay...
Although my savings are not much, I’m
worrying because of rumors.” Despite the
irregular opening schedules of banks
across Yangon, a notice in state-run news-
paper New Light of Myanmar claimed that
daily services were still being provided.
“People are requested to take part in this

process for ensuring economic stability of
the country,” read the Central Bank notice.

‘Elevated political risk’ 
While the risk of cash shortages in the

country is high, the timeframe is unpre-
dictable, said Myanmar-born international
business expert Htwe Htwe Thein from
Australia’s Curtin University.

“In the past under the previous military
government, they had been known to print
money and that of course hyped up infla-
tion,” she said. The pre-coup Myanmar
economy was already facing severe eco-
nomic headwinds from the coronavirus
pandemic and lockdown measures.

And the situation is expected to get
worse because of a civil disobedience
movement that has government employees
boycotting work. The generals have already
been hit with sanctions by the United States,
Britain, Canada and the European Union,
and the larger economy is also at risk of suf-
fering reputational damage and a decline in
foreign direct investment. International
credit ratings agency Fitch swiftly revised
the country’s growth estimates for most of
2021 down from 5.6 percent to 2 percent
on the day of the coup, citing “elevated
political risks”. —AFP

Victory for ‘net 
neutrality’ law 
in California
SAN FRANCISCO: A federal judge
late Tuesday cleared the way for
California to begin enforcing a net neu-
trality law opposed by US telecom
titans. The judge denied a request by
cable and telecom service companies
to stop implementation of the law,
which is intended to prevent them from
favoring their own services and block-
ing or slowing rival services like Netflix.

“The federal court just rejected the
effort by telecom and cable compa-
nies to block enforcement of the net
neutrality law I authored,” state sena-
tor Mark Wiener said in a tweet.

“California can now fully protect an
open internet.” An alliance of telecom
firms sued California, arguing the state
overstepped its authority in passing
the law because such regulatory pow-
er is the purview of the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC).

The judge refused to issue a pre-
liminary injunction to stop the law
from being enforced while the case
works its way through court, where it
was not expected to prevail. “When
the FCC, over my objection, rolled
back its #net neutrality policies,
states like California sought to fill the
void with their own laws,” FCC acting
chairwoman Jessica Rosenworcel said
in a tweet.

“Tonight a court in California
decided that the state law can go into
effect. This is big news for #openin-
ternet policy.” Rosenworcel’s prede-
cessor, Ajit Pai, departed the post
when President Joe Biden took office,
clearing the way for a shift in over-
sight of the internet.

Pai’s tenure as chair of the FCC had

been defined by a pro-industry stance,
particularly in regard to “net neutrali-
ty,” leaving telecommunications firms
free to block or throttle traffic.

Under his leadership, the FCC
scrapped a 2015 order aimed at forc-
ing broadband firms to treat all online
traffic equally after a politically
charged debate over net neutrality.

Backers of net neutrality argue the
rules, which were challenged in court,
prevented powerful internet providers
like Comcast and AT&T from shutting
out rival services and creating “fast”
and “slow” lanes for online data. But
others worried that such rules were a
heavy-handed effort to reclassify
internet providers as utilities, which
could discourage investment in the
fast-evolving sector.

The federal Justice Department
early this month withdrew a lawsuit
filed during the previous presidential
administration challenging the legality
of the California law.

Rosenworcel said in a tweet at the
time that she supported withdrawal of
the Justice Department suit.

“By taking this step Washington is
listening to those who support an
open internet and charting a course to
once again make net neutrality the law
of the land,” Rosenworcel said in the
tweet. —AFP

Specter of inflation 
rears its head 
over stock markets
PARIS: Rising inflation has spooked
stocks and pushed up the cost of govern-
ment borrowing, leading some analysts to
wonder whether the long bull run on
financial markets might finally be coming
to an end. An economic monster in the
second half of the 20th century, inflation
has not been a major issue for several
decades.

But headline inflation in the 19-nation
eurozone hit 0.9 percent in January-a

month after prices had fallen 0.3 per-
cent-mostly owing to a spike in energy
costs. And in a little over a week, the
yield on benchmark 10-year US Treasury
notes has climbed to 1.39 percent, the
highest in a year.

That pulled the German 10-year rate,
Europe’s standard, to -0.28 percent, last
seen in  June 2020 and a level  that
nonetheless still shows investors are
willing to take a small loss to lend Berlin
money.

The reasons for the rises are multiple,
including US President Joe Biden’s huge
financial stimulus plan, as well as improv-
ing global economic indicators, vaccine
rollouts and falling infection rates.

Together, they suggest that upward

pressure on consumer prices could
increase in the months to come. “There is
tension on producer prices, with a leap in
cargo costs on Chinese trade routes and
strong pressure on raw material prices,”
noted Tangi Le Liboux, a strategist at the
Aurel BGC brokerage.

He said that energy prices could also
pursue their current upward trend. “US
consumption could rebound faster than
expected,” Le Liboux said, adding that
“the main question is whether this price
hike will be temporary and limited in
nature”. At any rate, the official inflation
target of around 2.0 percent established
by the European Central Bank and US
Federal  Reserve st i l l  appears to be
some ways off. —AFP

Protestors gather on Bolyston Street in
front of a Verizon store during a net
neutrality rally in this file photo. —AFP


