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KUWAIT: Real estate sales, previously depressed
due to the pandemic and the national lockdown
that brought sales to a historical low in 2Q20,
have rebounded to pre-pandemic levels, averag-
ing a monthly KD 280 million in 1Q21, up 26 per-
cent y/y. The solid sales extended through April,
which saw KD 250 million, and came despite
ongoing weakness in the commercial and invest-
ment sectors, where levels have only partially
recovered from their 2Q20 lows, largely due to the
deterioration of business and labor market condi-
tions in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

Meanwhile, residential sector sales proved
resilient, swiftly rebounding following the easing
of lockdown measures in July, and gathering
strength supported by pent-up demand and
increased offerings in several emerging areas. It is
also worth noting that overall  sales, though
decent, were likely affected in April by the start of
the Holy month of Ramadan, usually a slower
month for real estate trading. Looking ahead, we
expect the residential activity to remain solid in
the near to mid-term, backed by a strong demand
base and somewhat limited supply, while the
weakness in the commercial and investment sec-
tors will likely take some time to subside as the
overall economy continues to recover. 

Residential sector 
The strength in aggregate real estate sales

since the rebound last summer stemmed mostly
from elevated volumes in the residential sector.
Sales averaged a monthly KD 215 million in 1Q21,
stemming from a monthly average of 675 deals, up
25 percent and 148 percent y/y respectively.
More recently in April, residential sales totaled
KD 199 million from 748 transactions, contrasting
sharply with the pre-pandemic average of 371
transactions per month in 2019. We believe the
higher volume is being driven by pent-up demand
after several months of non-trading in the lock-

down months of 2Q20, coupled with solid funda-
mentals in the sector including its resilience to
pandemic pressures. Robust fundamentals stem
from limited supply and a growing national popu-
lation, and are supported by good liquidity and
minimal job losses for citizens during the pandem-
ic, keeping demand stable. Moreover, as prof-
itability in the investment sector comes under
increasing pressure from vacancies and falling
rents, there are signs of investors turning increas-
ingly to the residential sector for investment
opportunit ies. An addit ional driver is the
increased offerings in the relatively more active
and less saturated emerging areas such as the
Sabah Al-Ahmad, Saad Al-Abdulla, and Jaber Al-
Ahmad residential areas.

While yet to be confirmed, there are some indi-
cations that point to moderate price gains in some
parts of the residential sector, which would have
contributed to the higher sales levels seen in
recent quarters. Though the strong activity and
sales in the residential sector may ease in coming
months as pent-up demand fades, we expect it to
be stable in the near-to-medium term, as strong
demand by nationals should persist. 

Investment sector 
Investment sector ( i .e . apartment) sales

amounted to a relatively weak KD 39 million in
April, down 23 percent m/m, but still up signifi-
cantly from the historical lows of April 2020 when
the national lockdown was in effect.  Sti l l ,
Investment sector sales remained well below pre-
pandemic levels, amid a marked decline in monthly
volumes reflecting weaker demand and a decline
in the expatriate population - who dominate
demand for this type of property. This adds to the
pre-existing weakness in the sector, which faced
declining rents, lower prices, and rising vacancies
prior to the pandemic, arising from a period of
oversupply and slower economic growth.

Although the picture on rents is not fully clear
(the rents component of the CPI has been unusu-
ally stable), anecdotal evidence points to lower
rents or discounts being commonly offered to new
or renewing tenants given prevailing softness in
the market. 

We expect a full recovery to take some time,
especially in light of a relatively soft economic
recovery, job nationalization efforts, and the
recently proposed measures to address the demo-
graphic imbalance by imposing caps on the num-
ber foreign residents. 

Commercial sector 
Commercial sector sales amounted to just KD

12 million in April, doubling from a year earlier but
still well down on its averages for both 2019 and
even 2H20. Low volumes were a contributing fac-
tor, with 7 deals in April, compared to an average
of 38 deals per month in 2019. The commercial
sector - which normally comprises a minority
share in total sales - was negatively affected by
weak business activity extending beyond the
lockdown, with reports of businesses struggling to
pay rent, leading to rent reductions and deferred
payments for some tenants, especially severely
impacted retail tenants with high rents in malls. As
the economy and the business environment picks
up supported by progress on the vaccine front, a
gradual recovery may get underway for the sec-
tor, but weakness may still take some time to sub-
side. This is especially true given the large number
of distressed SMEs and a considerable loss of
expat jobs, which will could continue to weigh on
demand for commercial space and prices in some
areas.

Draft mortgage law 
On a related note, the much anticipated draft

mortgage law was recently approved by the
government and passed to parliament for dis-

cussion. Although a sign of progress, the law
could take some time to be approved. The law
aims to ease the rising pressure on the state-
owned Kuwait Credit Bank (KCB) to provide
housing loans to citizens, especially given the
current liquidity constraints faced by the gov-
ernment. Although the details of the law are yet
to be confirmed, some elements are apparent
(though still subject to change). The loans of up
to KD 70,000 will be sourced from commercial
banks rather than the KCB, but with a shorter
maturity of 30 years rather than the 58 years
under the current arrangement, in effect nearly
doubling the monthly installment to just under
KD 200, a popular area of concern. The law also
provides for repossession of the home in the
event of default, though it is unclear whether the
government will step in to mitigate this risk on
homeowners. Further, all interest payments to
banks generated f rom the loans  are  to  be
assumed by the government. It follows that the
residential sector should receive a boost as easi-
er access to financing lifts demand, though the
supply side will need to be addressed if exces-
sive price gains are to be mitigated. 

EU, UK probe 
Facebook ad 
data use
BRUSSELS: The European Union and Britain
launched parallel competition probes on Friday
into whether Facebook uses data from advertis-
ers to unfairly dominate the online classifieds
market. The US social media behemoth sells clas-
sified advertising on its Marketplace service, but
also gathers data from commercial advertising
that may give it an unfair advantage-a charge the
firm declared “without merit”. Investigators will
also probe whether Facebook’s single user log-in
allows it to unfairly use data gathered across its
social media, dating app and advertising plat-
forms.

The cases opened by the European
Commission and Britain’s Competition and
Markets Authority (CMA) are separate, but the
regulators are working closely together.
“Facebook collects vast troves of data on the
activities of users of its social network and
beyond,” EU vice-president and competition
chief Margrethe Vestager said.

“We will look in detail at whether this data
gives Facebook an undue competitive advantage
in particular on the online classified ads sector,
where people buy and sell goods every day, and
where Facebook also competes with companies
from which it collects data,” she said.

“In today’s digital economy, data should not
be used in ways that distort competition.” A
Facebook spokesperson responded in an email:
“We will continue to cooperate fully with the
investigations to demonstrate that they are with-
out merit.

“We are always developing new and better
services to meet evolving demand from people
who use Facebook. ‘Marketplace’ and ‘Dating’
offer people more choices and both products
operate in a highly competitive environment with
many large incumbents.”

Marketplace ads 
The formal probe follows a preliminary inves-

tigation focused on Facebook’s Marketplace
classifieds service-available to most of its three
billion users. Companies advertising on
Marketplace have to provide data to Facebook
which the European Commission said led to con-
cerns that the internet giant may distort competi-
tion.  “Facebook could, for instance, receive pre-
cise information on users’ preferences from its
competitors’ advertisement activities and use
such data in order to adapt Facebook
Marketplace,” it said.

The EU executive is also concerned about
how Marketplace is integrated into Facebook’s
core social network platform-”a form of tying
which gives it an advantage in reaching cus-
tomers and forecloses competing online classi-
fied ads services”. There is no deadline for the
probe to be wrapped up, with the commission
saying its duration depended on factors including
the complexity of the case. —AFP

Transaction volumes in residential sector up 144% y/y in 1Q21

Kuwait’s real estate sales 
return to pre-COVID levels 

NBK announces 
winners of NBK 
mobile banking 
app prizes
KUWAIT: In an effort to increase its customers’
reliance on digital channels for their transactions and
encourage them to use e-payment solutions, National
Bank of Kuwait (NBK) has launched a campaign that
gives the chance to customers signing up to NBK
Mobile Banking App or opting to NBK Push
Notifications instead of SMS notifications to enter a
draw on valuable prizes, in collaboration with Huawei.

The campaign lasting for three months until 10
July 2021 also gives chances to enter the draw for all
customers who opted to NBK Push Notifications
available for all NBK Mobile Banking users, since it

was first launched.
NBK announced Fatimeh Ali Melyouni, Shemali Ali

Al Shemali and Phani Kumar Katurias the lucky win-
ners, who expressed their great pleasure, not only
with the prizes received, but also with the full-
fledged banking experience combining advanced
banking services and exclusive rewards.

The winners stated that NBK Mobile Banking
meets all their needs, by enabling them to make all
their transactions, anytime, anywhere. On this occa-
sion, Hala Al-Shoaibi, Head of Digital Service Quality
Management, National Bank of Kuwait said: “We are
pleased with customers’ remarkable interest in using
NBK Mobile Banking as well as all digital channels,
thanks to the digital services and solutions regarded
as the most advanced in Kuwait.”

“Our digital services are a key pillar of the full-
fledged and integrated banking experience we are
keen to provide to our customers, which is tailored to
fit their needs and expectations,” added Al-Shoaibi.

NBK launches exquisite campaigns all year round,
in line with NBK’s strategy to reward its customers
through a variety of unique campaigns, draws and

prizes, she mentioned.
NBK Push Notifications
enables NBK Mobile
Banking App users to
receive real-time alerts
about account activities
that include transaction
details as an alternative for
SMS notifications. The
service allows customers
to receive notifications
24/7, wherever they are,
inside or outside Kuwait,
as long as they are con-
nected to the internet. NBK Push Notifications is a
continuation of a number of services added to the
NBK Mobile Banking App that are suitable for the
fast-paced modern lifestyle, with dramatically
increasing reliance on smartphones in daily life.
These services also include NBK Geo Alerts, which
allows customers to receive notifications about avail-
able offers and discounts on their smartphones at
specific locations while shopping nearby.

ABK congratulates 
final 15 winners 
KUWAIT: Al-Ahli Bank of Kuwait
(ABK) announced the final 15 winners of
the ‘Go Digital & Win KD 50 Cash with
ABK’ reward campaign, granting 30 of
its prepaid and credit cardholders a
chance to win KD 50 cash. The draw

which took place on 3rd May, 10th May,
17th May, 24th May & 31st May, 2021,
under the supervision of the Ministry of

Commerce and Industry, underscores
the Bank’s commitment to bolster digital
channels, especially during the current

situation with COVID-19, to limit direct
interaction wherever possible. 

The winners are:
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Miami, looking to 
be next crypto 
hotspot, hosts 
huge bitcoin event
MIAMI: Thousands of people have descended
on Miami for a massive two-day bitcoin confer-
ence that opened Friday-a sign that the US city,
in the midst of a tech boom, is hoping to become
the next cryptocurrency hub.

“I don’t think there’s anything more important
in my lifetime to work on” than bitcoin, given the
flexibility it offers, billionaire entrepreneur Jack
Dorsey, the co-founder of Twitter and payments
firm Square, told a crowded auditorium.

“We don’t need the financial institutions that
we have today. We have one that is thriving,
that is sound, that is owned by the community,
that is driven by the community,” said Dorsey,
one of the keynote speakers at Bitcoin 2021.
Dorsey tweeted Friday that Square was con-
sidering making a hardware wallet for safely
storing bitcoin.

With 12,000 participants and all speaker ses-
sions sold out, the Bitcoin 2021 trade show fea-
tures exhibits from crypto mining companies,
crypto traders and bitcoin exchange networks. 

The conference was originally scheduled to
take place in Los Angeles, but was moved due to
tougher coronavirus restrictions in California.
The line to get into the Mana Convention Center

in  Miami ’s  trendy Wynwood neighborhood
wrapped around the building. Everyone was in
high spirits and there were no face masks to be
seen. Beyond Dorsey, two of the other speakers
were Cameron and Tyler  Winklevoss , twin
Harvard classmates of Mark Zuckerberg who
sued him over  c la ims he sto le  the idea for
Facebook from them, and now run cryptocurren-
cy exchange Gemini.

“We think bitcoin is gold 2.0,” Tyler said at a
panel discussion. “When we get to Mars, what is
the currency going to be in Mars? Dollars? No.
Bitcoin.”

‘A movement’ 
So where does Miami fit into the picture? For

David Abner, Gemini’s global head of business
development, Miami is “centrally located, espe-
cially in the Americas, and there’s a lot of politi-
cal support here.” 

“I think they’ve spent time to understand it
and think about the ramifications of bitcoin.
And so they’re very supportive of the econo-
my,” Abner told AFP, adding that cryptocurren-
cy could revolutionize remittances sent back to
Latin America. Miami Mayor Francis Suarez,
who opened Bitcoin 2021, has become a bit of a
celebrity in tech circles, for his intense efforts
to turn the Magic City into a beachfront Silicon
Val ley. In  February, the Republ ican mayor
announced that the city would explore ways to
do some of  i ts  f inancial  transactions using
cryptocurrency, including paying salaries to
employees.

Ear l ier  th is  week, venture capi ta l  f i rm
Borderless Capital announced it was moving its

headquarters from Atlanta to Miami and launch-
ing a new $25 million fund for local startups
using blockchain technology. And the mayor
announced the launch of MiamiCoin, a Miami-
specific cryptocurrency that will allow investors
to boost the city’s coffers while making money
themselves. “This is not a moment. This is a
movement,” Suarez said Friday. 

‘A bit wary’ 
Since late last year, Miami has been attracting

techies away from Silicon Valley and New York
for a variety of reasons-thanks to Florida’s lack
of state taxes and relatively lax coronavirus pre-
cautions, along with the city’s multicultural work
force and proximity to Latin America. It’s not
exactly clear how many have moved, but there
are signs of growth  — home prices are soaring,
up nearly 35 percent in just a year, according to
the Miami Association of Realtors. 

But not everyone is happy. The Miami Herald
warned in an editorial of the possible pitfalls of
the city’s embrace of all things crypto. “Don’t
get us wrong. We hope cryptocurrency-and the
flashing neon welcome mat we’ve set out for the
tech industry-elevate this city to new prosperi-
ty,” the paper said. 

“Just don’t blame us for being a bit wary,” it
said. “Because Miami has history, folks. We’ve
been a smugglers’ paradise, the epicenter of the
cocaine trade, a mecca for money laundering,
ground zero for mortgage fraud...” “We worry
about going through another boom-and-bust
cycle or a wave that crashes and takes us all
down with it. If we’re staking the city’s future on
this, please, let’s not repeat the past.” —AFP


