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KUWAIT: Shaikha Al-Bahar, NBK Group Deputy CEO said that 1Q
is another good quarter supporting the same trends that we have seen
in 4Q, as the market is stabilizing with some recovery seen across var-
ious profitability lines

In an interview with Bloomberg TV, Al-Bahar added: “We grew
our bottom line year on year (8.5 percent) and quarter on quarter (8.6
percent) supported by the core banking business that is performing
well, in addition to the gradual improvement in margins compared to
previous quarters and strong recovery in fee business. The good per-
formance of 1Q was accompanied by some improvement in provision-
ing trends as we benefit from our conservative approach in 2020, she
noted.

Cautious optimism
Al-Bahar expressed cautious optimism about the improvement of

operating environment going forward benefitting from the accelerated
vaccination rate (+20K vaccines administered/day and around 20
percent of the population received the vaccine so far). This should
lead to relaxation of restrictions by the summer months and accord-
ingly revival of a lot of business activity.

We are estimating non-oil GDP growth to recover to the 2.5 per-
cent level in 2022 and 2023. In addition, after a slow projects market
in 2020, we expect some rebound in activity to clear the increasing
backlog, she mentioned. Al-Bahar pointed out that the government
should work on developing the non-oil revenues on the short term,
while making comprehensive structural reforms including the expense
side on the long term.

Unchanging priorities
Al-Bahar said: “We are proud of our flexible business model that

allowed us to navigate through the impact of the pandemic while re-
maining on course with our strategic priorities.” “Our regional focus
continues to be on GCC and Egypt through organic growth. We con-
tinue to grow our wealth management business in Saudi Arabia while
focusing on retail growth in Egypt,” she added.

Al-Bahar emphasized the success of the bank’s strategy to diver-
sify its business, not only in terms of geographical footprint, as the
Group provides Islamic banking services through its Islamic arm
Boubyan Bank, as well as investment and wealth management services
through its subsidiary NBK Capital.

Digital transformation
Al-Bahar mentioned: “We continue to rollout our digital trans-

formation strategy, which has positioned us very well during the

pandemic and proved we are on the right track staying ahead of
all competitors.”

Al-Bahar pointed out that the crisis has highlighted the importance
of digital banking services and electronic payment solutions for the
future of the banking sector. This proves the success of NBK’s insight-
ful and proactive vision in implementing the digital transformation
strategy and upgrading its digital banking services over the past years,
which gave the bank’s approach more resilience that contributed to
enriching customers’ banking experience of and meeting their differ-
ent banking needs.

Organic growth in key markets
Al-Bahar said: “We are growing our business in the key markets in

which we operate to achieve integration between the services we offer.
At the present time, we are focusing on growing our wealth manage-
ment business in which we are making remarkable progress, as well
as growing our retail services in Egypt.”

Our two key markets outside Kuwait have done very well in re-
sponse to COVID, Al-Bahar noted. “In KSA; the quick response to the
pandemic and the aggressive reform agenda are shaping a good eco-
nomic recovery and strong growth potential,” Al-Bahar explained. “In
Egypt, the response to the pandemic has also helped through early
lockdown along with implementing important fiscal and monetary
measures. Economic recovery remains on track with fiscal position
gradually improving,” she added.

Strategic diversification
Speaking on the bank’s vision regarding some investment op-

portunities that may arise as a result of the crisis, Al-Bahar em-
phasized that, at the present time, the bank is focusing on organic
growth in the key markets in which the Group operates, with a
view to enhance market share in order to achieve more growth
and integration between international operations. This goes in line
with NBK’s strategy to diversify income source and to benefit
from its leading position as a provider of digital banking services

Al-Bahar underscored that diversifying the sources of income,
both geographically and sectorally, is a key pillar of our strategy
to achieve sustainable growth, with international operations con-
tributed to increasing group volumes, noting that the group fo-
cuses on expansion in its key markets in Egypt and KSA, in
addition to continuing to gain market share in Kuwaiti market.

In Saudi, we will continue to position our recently established
wealth management entity and connecting it with our global
wealth management platform. We will also work on increasing

our commercial banking offerings to cross-sell our network and
offerings to our clients in the Kingdom. While in Egypt, the bank
aims to grow our retail business by boosting customer acquisi-
tion, streamlining processes and investing in the digital banking
proposition.

Al-Bahar highlighted NBK’s pioneering geographical expan-
sion approach, which has proven successful over long years. This
approach depends on assessment of the target market and entity
based on the added value that the acquisition will realize to the
bank’s shareholders, as well as its contribution to enhancing in-
tegration between the group’s operations, noting that the same
approach will be followed with any investment opportunities
arising in the future.

Asset quality
Al-Bahar mentioned that NBK’s management took very con-

servative approach during 2020 which eventually led into building
high provisioning buffers to face uncertainties. Throughout last
year we ran several recovery scenarios and always opted for more
conservative schemes when it came to provisioning as a way to
mitigate the expected levels of risks at that point.

As we moved into the various opening phases of the economy
last year, the strength of our underwriting policies and risk man-
agement practices was very evident in how well the quality of the
book held. We finished the year at 1.72 percent NPL ratio which
is very low considering the circumstances and even further im-
proved in 1Q 2021 to 1.68 percent, while our provision cover re-
mained extremely comfortable. 

Al-Bahar: Our digital capabilities 
guarantee us to remain ahead

NBK Deputy Group CEO speaks to Bloomberg TV in an interview

ABK cardholders enjoy
20% discount on 
Talabat for Ramadan
KUWAIT: Al Ahli Bank of Kuwait (ABK)
is offering all ABK credit and prepaid
cardholders a 20 percent discount on Ta-
labat, the Middle East’s largest online
food ordering platform, throughout the
Holy Month of Ramadan. The offer runs
every Friday from today to 15th of May
2021. All credit and prepaid cardholders
are eligible to get the discount with a
maximum of KD 10 discount deducted
from their bill per order.

ABK continues to encourage its cus-
tomers to use digital channels wherever
possible to safeguard their wellbeing.  The
Bank has introduced a number of rewards
and discounts throughout the year, to en-
courage online spending.

Tesla hits China
speed bump
with blowback 
BEIJING: Electric carmaker Tesla has hit a
speed bump in China with questions being
raised over safety and service just as local
competitors gear up to challenge the US-
based company in the huge Chinese market.
Tesla’s road in China had seemed paved with
gold after founder Elon Musk was granted
rare permission to build a wholly-owned fac-
tory in Shanghai that has allowed it to accel-
erate to the head of the pack in China’s

electric vehicle (EV) market.
But a Tesla customer’s protest at the Shang-

hai Auto Show on Monday has the company
backpedalling after mounting pressure from
consumers and officialdom. A woman wearing
a t-shirt with the brand’s logo and the words
“brake failure” climbed atop a Tesla model at
the show, yelling that she was nearly killed
when the brakes on her Tesla malfunctioned.

The scene quickly went viral on Chinese
social media, where trigger-happy users often
take aim at both foreign and domestic brands
over perceived malfeasance. Tesla appeared
to have compounded the anger with an un-
compromising initial statement that fanned
the flames, prompting state news service Xin-
hua to say the company lacked “basic sincer-
ity” and a host of Chinese official bodies to
join the fray. —AFP


