
Kuwait Times: You were appointed CEO of Zain
Group in March 2017. What are your impressions of the
business since taking the helm and what are your prior-
ities in 2018 and beyond?

Al-Kharafi: Being a board member since 2011 and
Vice-Chairman since 2014, I was already very familiar
with Zain and its operations prior to becoming the
Group CEO, and I have always been impressed by the
dedication of our people and the organization’s culture
of innovation. These are two areas I am determined to
continue fostering as I believe they are the keys to sus-
tainable progress and success for telecom operators
around the world. 

In our region, the commoditization of voice, intense
price competition, and high levels of mobile penetration
means that operators need to perform at their optimum
to remain competitive and even survive. All Zain opera-
tions have been following an “execution-focused digital
lifestyle strategy” based on six transformational initia-
tives: Customer Experience; Operational Effectiveness;
Value Management; B2B opportunities; Digital Frontier
and Innovation; and Talent Development. 

We continue to believe this is the right direction in
our bid to serve consumers and enterprises with a rich
lifestyle experience. Our goal is not simply customer
satisfaction, but building a base of promoters, knowing
that positive customer experience and advocacy drives
competitive advantage, leading to faster organic
growth and lower cost.

Zain operations continue to focus on prudent man-
agement of operational costs where now our Group
EBITDA margin is a healthy 40 percent. In tandem,
there is an emphasis on the improving in quality of
service, network reach and performance, and the
growth of data services while maximizing smart city
developments, IoT and B2B growth opportunities.

In doing so, Zain’s overriding mission today is to
have a positive impact on the communities we serve,
while undertaking initiatives to take part in and exploit
the 4th industrial revolution and promote social innova-
tion. We believe this strategy is resulting in value cre-
ation for shareholders.

KT: What have been some of the major business
highlights of 2017?

Al-Kharafi: The remarkable turnaround in Zain
Saudi Arabia’s performance stands out as the operator
reported its first ever full-year net profit, amounting to
SAR 12 million ($3.1 million) for 2017. This is a milestone
achievement for the company, which commenced com-
mercial operations in August 2008 and this net profit
amount reflects a SAR 1 billion ($264 million) turn-
around on the prior year. 

This impressive performance is attributed to the dis-
ciplined execution of the operator’s transformation
strategy to increase monetization of data and digital
services resulting in strong revenue growth; an ongoing
focus to significantly upgrade and improve network
coverage resulting in faster download speeds and
improving the mobile experience for customers; as well
as driving efficiencies and optimization of its cost
structure. Increased customer centricity and care also
contributed to the operator’s best-ever performance. 

Zain KSA’s overall financial results are even more
impressive given the backdrop of a very competitive
market in the Kingdom and the general decline in
industry revenues, with fewer overall subscribers in
2017 due to exodus of many expats and the implemen-
tation of biometric identification measures and a two-
sim policy.

We at the Group are fully committed to work close
with the management team there to implement a large
scale digital transformation exercise in an effort to
deliver better customer experiences to the Kingdom’s
digital savvy community and we remain cautiously con-
fident of continued improvement of all aspects this key
operation in 2018 and beyond, and playing our contrib-
utory role in the Kingdom’s 2030 economic vision.

Furthermore, undoubtedly two major transactions
undertaken during the year will have a profound posi-
tive effect on the future of the company and our busi-
ness growth. The acquisition of our treasury shares by
Omantel brought immediate tangible benefit that will be
further built upon; as well as the ground-breaking
agreement to sell and lease back our telecom towers in
Kuwait, in a regional first.

The purchase by Omantel of Zain Group’s treasury
shares amounting to 9.8 percent of the issued shares in
August 2017, marked the beginning of a new era for
Zain Group as we look to bolster our position as a
leading telecom conglomerate in the mobile industry

across the region.  Omantel later opted to further con-
solidate its investment in Zain by acquiring an addition-
al share of 12.02 percent of the company’s capital. 

These transactions mean that Omantel is the second
largest shareholder in the Zain Group after the Kuwaiti
Government (represented by the Kuwait Investment
Authority). We are delighted by Omantel’s confidence
in our strategic direction and these transactions are set
to have a positive impact across operations while cre-
ating greater value for our shareholders. We are cur-
rently exploring numerous business enhancing and syn-
ergistic opportunities with Omantel and we are excited
by the value accretive opportunities that lie ahead
through this mutually beneficial relationship.   

The sale of our towers in Kuwait to IHS Holding
Limited, in partnership with Towershare Management
Limited, marked the start of a strategy to unlock value
from our fixed infrastructure, which can be more effi-
ciently deployed in new technologies and higher yield-
ing investments. IHS is one of the largest tower compa-
nies in Africa, Europe and the Middle East managing
over 23,300 towers in 5 countries. This also paves the
way for further network expansion and infrastructure
sharing in Kuwait. The selling of our telecom towers will
be replicated in other markets, enabling us to focus on
our core business and enhancing customer experience. 

Also in Kuwait that was significant during the year,
was Zain Kuwait signing a development, management,
and operation agreement with the country’s Ministry
of Electricity and Water (MEW) to develop intercon-
nectivity support for the Smart Meters System
Project. The project budget amounts to KD 22 million
($73 million), and will see Zain in collaboration with a
number of global strategic partners, including EY,
Ericsson and NXN, build and install the meters over a
two-year period, and then manage and operate the
system for the next five years. The project is set to
revolutionize the process of obtaining electricity and
water readings, which will be taken automatically and
tracked in real-time. 

KT: Given the successful completion of the Omantel
transaction, do you expect to see consolidation in the

telecom market in the Middle East in the near term?
Al-Kharafi: I believe the situation remains the same

as it has done for many years now, which is to say tele-
com entities will continue to look for value creation for
their operations, and should an acquisition, merger or
sale of assets of any sort help to achieve this goal, it
may make sense to progress with it. From a Zain per-
spective, we are always looking for opportunities to
advance our business, but we will only proceed with
such a development should it make sense to our stake-
holders in a value adding manner.

All regional mobile operators are facing challenging
times on multiple fronts and I believe the next major
trend in the regional telecom sector is that others will
seek to replicate our move in Kuwait and imminent
move in Saudi Arabia in selling network towers and
unlocking value from fixed infrastructure, thereby
paving the way for tower sharing.    

Consolidation on a larger scale will occur as opera-
tors in small markets will not be able to sustain them-
selves and it is a matter of time until we witness the first
merger or acquisition across the region.

These are exciting times for all stakeholders in the
ICT value chain. Going forward Zain remains vigilant
and agile to market opportunities that create value. The
telco industry is changing rapidly, and we believe it is
imperative for us to be forward-looking in our
approach to industry changes and grasp opportunities
as they arise.

Innovation
KT: What does innovation mean to Zain Group, and
how is it developing offerings that reflect this
aspect of its business?

Al-Kharafi: We are aiming to become one of the
leading trendsetters in the digital revolution in the
region and provide our customers an exceptional
mobile experience. Innovation is part of our DNA, and
if one looks back across the history of the company
over decades, one can see we have always strived to
bring the latest and best technologies to our markets as
soon as practicable. 

We have continued that tradition and during the
year made several substantial investments and

announced significant developments. We also identified
new business areas, value-adding strategic partner-
ships, accretive acquisition opportunities and synergis-
tic corporate venturing investments which, collectively,
will create new revenue streams to fully maximize the
Group’s high-speed broadband networks, customer
assets, network intelligence and payment and billing
infrastructure. 

Digital services
Within the digital services and innovation area, we

are focused on identifying opportunities in the smart
city space, e-entertainment, m-health, e-education,
online gaming, online commerce, m-advertising, m-pay-
ments, m-insurance and other financial technology
services domains as well as cyber security. 

In a monumental step forward for Zain in our journey
to become the premier digital lifestyle provider in the
MENA region and to diversify our services and future
sources of revenues, we established a joint venture with
iflix - a world-class Streaming Video on Demand
(SVoD) provider across many of our markets. 

During the year we also enhanced our vital Zain
Cash service in Iraq and Jordan to support the vast
unbanked population estimated at 90 percent in Iraq
and 75 percent in Jordan. The platform began with a
range of mainly current and debit account, peer to
peer transfers, salary disbursements, self and third-
party recharge, bill payments, purchase of digital
goods and online shopping services. In 2017, Zain
Cash added new services such as virtual MasterCard,
In-app services, QR code store payments, paying at an
agent, loyalty programs, and e-commerce platform.
There are plans to introduce this platform to other
geographies in Zain’s footprint.

Technology
From a technology point of view, we successfully

tested 5G technology in Kuwait, achieving maximum
throughput speeds of over 70 Giga Bit Per Second
(Gbps) over 2GHz spectrum. This speed represents one
of the highest-ever recorded in the region, placing us at
the forefront of 5G innovation for the benefit of our
consumer and enterprise customers. 

Big Data Analytics is a crucial factor in our digital
transformation journey and we are developing some
pioneering capabilities in this area, having established
an enablement platform that acts as a foundation for an
enterprise-wide Big Data ecosystem at the operational
level to execute upcoming technical and business use
cases. The project started with technical use cases to
enhance operational efficiency by reducing capex/opex
of IT Infrastructure. 

Customer experience
To provide the best mobile data experience, Zain

placed additional resources on transforming our opera-
tions from network-oriented to innovative service and
customer-oriented centers. In so doing we introduced
Service Operation Centers (SOC) across several of our
markets. SOCs enable us to monitor the quality of serv-
ices in addition to network monitoring, and offers us
the ability to improve service and customer experience
according to customer needs. 

Additionally, our customers enjoyed new and
enhanced mobile applications, websites, e-shops and
web-chat services that allow them to manage their
accounts, control their usage, pay and recharge in a
straight-forward manner, as well as locate our stores,
acquire new devices, receive tailored offers, and
much more.

We are pleased to see increased engagement and
adoption of new technologies from our customers as
we witness our highest customer satisfaction results,
driven by simplicity, transparency and convenience. 

Partnerships
Through our fully owned global services subsidiary,

Mada Communications, Zain became the first telco
group in the region to join the Amazon Web Services
(AWS) Direct Connect partner program. This allows
Zain to connect enterprises directly to the AWS Cloud
and builds on Zain’s Cloud Connect offering, which pro-
vides an innovative platform that connects customers
and different cloud service providers in a simple and
cost-effective manner.

Strategic investments 
We are seeing more profitable traction from our

smart city arm NXN (formerly neXgen). Following the
smart metering deal with Kuwait Ministry of Electricity
and Water in the first half of 2017; NXN also signed a
MoU with the National Digitization Unit (NDU) of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, marking the Kingdom’s first
step towards harnessing open data to help accelerate
the digital transformation of the Kingdom. NXN has
continued its fast-growing journey as one of the
thought leaders within the region’s Smart Nation, Smart
City and Smart Government advisory and managed
services landscape.

Furthermore, our investment in Lebanon mobile
solutions provider FOO is proving fruitful on multiple
fronts. They have supported us in building our life-
enhancing mobile money platform, ‘Zain Cash’ in Iraq
and have developed numerous customer centric mobile
apps for several of our operations. In addition, and sig-
nificant for our business growth and digital lifestyle
strategic aspirations, they are building a Group appli-
cation programming interface (API) in coordination
with Apigee (a Google subsidiary) that will be launched
in the first quarter of 2018. This API will eventually con-
nect all of our operations across the region into a single
enablement platform accelerating innovation and creat-
ing market opportunities for global digital players as
well as individual developers to launch services to Zain.
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

• Operators need to be innovative and per-

form at their optimum to survive

• Aiming to become one of the leading trend-

setters in the digital revolution in the region 

• Remarkable turnaround in Zain Saudi Arabia

sees operator reporting its first-ever net

profit

• Zain remains vigilant and agile to market

opportunities that create value 

• Continued investment in network upgrades

coupled with data monetization initiatives

yielding growth in data revenues

• Moving ahead with a focus on Women and

Youth empowerment initiatives 

• Zain logo refreshed to reflect the digital

dynamism of the world around us

Zain Vice-Chairman and Group CEO Bader Al-Kharafi 

KUWAIT: Bader Al-Kharafi (center) speaks as Ossama Matta (right) and Scott Gegenheimer look on.


