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BERLIN: This file photo taken on January 22, 2019 shows a technician passing by a logo of US internet search giant Google
during the opening day of a new Berlin office of Google in Berlin. — AFP

KUWAIT: Zain, the leading digital service provider
in Kuwait, announced its latest promotional offering
for Wiyana postpaid customers, providing them
with a free subscription in Shahid VIP, the world’s
leading Arabic streaming platform. With Shahid VIP,
Wiyana postpaid customers can enjoy the best
Arabic originals, exclusive series and movie pre-
mieres, Live TV, and more on smart devices any-
where and anytime. 

At a time where the world is witnessing a boom in
digital entertainment services, Zain was keen on offer-
ing its customers with a range of entertainment
options in partnership with the region’s top content
creators and service providers, including Shahid that is
considered the biggest of its kind in the Arab world,
giving them the chance to enjoy their favorite pro-

grams wherever they are as an added value with their
Wiyana postpaid plans.

Zain now offers a free Shahid VIP subscription to
all current and new postpaid customers (terms and
conditions apply). Customers who are subscribed to
5G Internet plans and Wiyana postpaid plans of KD 25
and above will receive a free subscription in Shahid
VIP for 6 months.

Customers who are subscribed in Internet plans of
KD 10 or less and Wiyana postpaid plans of KD 25 or
less will receive a free subscription in Shahid VIP for
two months. Noting that the service will auto renew
for its usual price of KD 2.49 monthly once any of the
two free plans expire. 

Shahid is the world’s leading Arabic streaming plat-
form, where subscribers can enjoy the latest Arabic

and western movies and largest productions before or
right after they premiere in cinemas. The service also
features a wide range of the biggest Shahid originals,
exclusive series and programs, live TV, and more.
Shahid VIP offers many unique features like Live TV in
Full HD, downloading and watching content offline, an
ad-free experience, watching on 5 different devices,
safe content for children and families, and more. The
service is available on many of the latest smart devices,
including iOS and Android devices, Apple TV, Android
TV, Chromecast, smart TVs, Fire tv, Airplay, and more. 

Zain is committed to offer the most flexible and
innovative offerings in the market for both postpaid
and prepaid customers, reinforcing its leadership posi-
tion and its pledge in offering the best services and
offers to the largest family of subscribers in Kuwait. 

Zain Kuwait offers free Shahid VIP
subscriptions to Wiyana customers

The best Arabic originals, exclusive series & programs and Live TV

World Bank 
economist warns of 
dangers of ignoring
growing debt
WASHINGTON: Delays in dealing with the growing
debt burden in poor countries seems unlikely to be
resolved by the G20, a top World Bank official warned.

As interest rates are starting to rise around the
world, putting more pressure on borrowers, the Group
of 20 finance ministers are due to meet in Indonesia
this week. But World Bank chief economist Carmen
Reinhart is skeptical there will be a resolution soon to
help address unsustainable debts.

“The stalling is really, really problematic,” she told
AFP in an interview. She warned that the average
length of a government debt crisis is nine years, which
would create a “lost decade” for already vulnerable
countries. During the COVID-19 pandemic the G20
put in place a debt service suspension initiative to help
countries as they ramped up borrowing to deal with
the twin health and economic crises, but that program
ended in December.

And the so-called common framework meant to
offer a way to restructure large debt loads, remains
subject to uncertainty, and only three countries  —
Chad, Ethiopia and Zambia-have requested a negotia-
tion. The problem, Reinhart said, is “These little coun-
tries are not systemic. They not going to make or
break the global outlook.

“So unfortunately, it means they can easily slip into

backburner territory and remain on the backburner.”
Advanced economies offered debt forbearance to help
countries that already had high poverty and low per
capita income, deal with the pandemic, but she said
“the damage is still ongoing.”

Asked if she expected another push to deal with the
debt issue at the G20 this week, the official said, “I
hope that they do. But I am not optimistic.”

In its World Development Report released yester-
day, the global lender again flagged the issue of hidden
debt vulnerabilities, due to rising private sector debt
during the pandemic as well as lack of transparency
around lending, especially by China. “It’s not the things
that you see that get you, it’s what you don’t see,”
Reinhart said, noting the lack of information on “hid-
den non performing loans.”

The World Bank report urges policymakers in
debtor countries to deal with the pressing economic
risks, dealing with bad loans quickly to shore up their
financial systems, as well as addressing high govern-
ment debt. That is more urgent since rising prices
globally have prompted major central banks to begin
raising interest rates. And the US Federal Reserve is
expected to do so next month. — AFP

Al-Dousari: Gulf 
Bank’s financial 
positions 
remain strong
KUWAIT: Deputy General Manager of Investor
Relations at Gulf Bank, Dalal Al-Dousari, said that all
of the bank’s profitability indicators witnessed an
improvement in 2021, as the bank achieved a net
profit of KD 42 million, an increase of 46 percent
over last year.

In an interview with CNBC Arabia, Al-Dousari indi-
cated that the bank achieved an increase in net interest
income by 6 percent in 2021, while non-interest
income (fees, commissions, and profits from foreign
currency transactions) increased by 13 percent, while
total provisions decreased by 26 percent.

She also stated that the non-performing loans ratio
decreased to 0.9 percent in 2021, compared to 1.1 per-
cent last year, which is one of the lowest ratios of non-
performing loans in the banking sector. In contrast, the
bank’s total credit provisions reached KD 300 million
whereas IFRS 9 accounting requirements (i.e., ECL or
expected credit losses) were KD 189 million, which
means the Bank has very healthy excess provisioning
level of KD 112 million, above and beyond what is
required by the IFRS9 accounting requirements. Gulf
Bank continues to have a significant non-performing
loans coverage ratio of 615 percent including total
provisions and collaterals.

Loan book
When asked about the loan book growth, Al-

Dousari said that the Bank’s loan book witnessed a
significant improvement in 2021, as the loans and
advances provided to customers increased to KD 4.8
billion, a growth of 10.4 percent compared to 2020.
Both the retail and corporate loan portfolios has con-
tributed to this growth, which is much higher than the
credit growth rate in the banking sector, which
amounted to 6.6 percent.

Capital position
On the other hand, Al-Dousari indicated that Gulf

Bank has a solid capital, as the capital adequacy ratio
reached 16.7 percent, above the regulatory minimum
of 11.5 percent while the Tier 1 ratio reached 14.5 per-
cent, which is above the regulatory minimum of 9.5
percent.

Digital bank
Regarding whether Gulf Bank intends to obtain a

digital bank license, Al-Dousari said that Gulf Bank
offers everything that the digital bank would, noting
that the Bank’s five-year strategy 2025 is mainly based

on the digital transformation of all the Bank’s services,
and strengthening the position of “Gulf Bank” as a
bank for the future.

She indicated that the Bank launched the MX.3 dig-
ital platform to develop and digitize its treasury plat-

form, in partnership with
the international company
“Murex”, with the aim of
developing and automating
the Bank’s capital markets
and treasury business. She
also noted the Bank’s suc-
cess in developing its serv-
ices with a new feature
introduced in the mobile
application and online
banking, enabling Gulf
Bank’s customers to open a
bank account in just under

one minute., making it the fastest account opening
process in Kuwait.

Semi-annual dividends
Regarding the Bank’s intention to distribute semi-

annual dividends, post the Central Bank of Kuwait
announcement in this regard, Al-Dousari said that Gulf
Bank intends to implement this policy as part of its
dividends distribution strategy. She indicated that such
a decision is a function of several procedures and
requirements, including obtaining the necessary
approvals of the extraordinary general assembly to
amend the bank’s articles of association and the
approval of the general assembly on the dividend dis-
tribution, as well as the approval of the Central Bank of
Kuwait after reviewing the financial and technical
requirements. Al-Dousari also appreciated the keen-
ness of the Central Bank of Kuwait in taking decisions
and adopting policies that are in the best interest of
stakeholders in the banking sector and the Kuwaiti
market in general. 

Enhance customer experience
Gulf Bank’s vision is to be the leading Kuwaiti Bank

of the Future. The bank is constantly engaging and
empowering its employees as part of an inclusive and
diversified workplace in recognition of every employ-
ee’s role in delivering customer excellence and serving
the community at large. With its extensive network of
branches and innovative digital services, Gulf Bank is
able to give its customers the choice of how and where
to conduct their banking transactions, all while ensur-
ing a simple and seamless banking experience.

Sustainability
Gulf Bank is committed to maintaining a robust sus-

tainability program at the community, economic, and
environmental levels through sustainability initiatives
that are strategically selected to benefit both the
country and the Bank. Gulf Bank supports Kuwait
Vision 2035 “New Kuwait” and works with the differ-
ent relevant parties to achieve it. 

World Bank chief economist Carmen Reinhart

Dalal Al-Dousari

French stores bring 
back chitchat 
at the checkout
NANTES: Every day at 9:00 am sharp, 72-year-old
Gisele shows up at her local hypermarket in western
France to “cheat loneliness”. She always picks the same
checkout counter, the one where patrons are encour-
aged to linger and shoot the breeze as they settle up.

Here at the “Hyper U” store in Nantes, western
France, they have an official name for the designated
checkout: “Bla Bla Caisse” (“Chitchat checkout”). A blue
sign saying “here we take our time” encourages those
with time on their hands to linger and talk, and nudging
those who don’t to pay at a different counter.

“I talk about everything and nothing, for example
about my grandkids coming over for the holidays,” said
Gisele, dressed in an elegant blue jacket with a fur collar
and clutching a red bag, a baguette tucked under her
arm. Except for school breaks when she has company,
Gisele’s daily Hyper U trips are the only chance to see
people, she said, so “dressing up” for the occasion
makes sense.

“I used to play bridge at a club, but because of
COVID I don’t really feel like going anymore,” she said.
Behind the checkout counter Rozenn Charpentier, 52,
scans groceries while listening to a customer in her 60s
complaining that she was given a ticket although she
“wasn’t parked that illegally”. A client in his 60s is in a
better mood, having just won 150 euros ($170) in a
scratch card game. Two teenagers, meanwhile, buy pel-
let toy guns. “Be careful with those,” Charpentier warns
them. “At the ‘bla bla’ counter I feel free to start a con-
versation, people are usually happy to talk,” she said.

The store’s cashiers take turns at the chitchat count-
er, on a voluntary basis. The supermarket opened the
slow checkout two years ago to “revive human contact”
with customers after the store’s six self-service coun-
ters went into service, said Regis Defontaine, head of
communication and events at the supermarket. —AFP

‘Don’t be Google’: 
The rise of privacy 
focused startups
PARIS: Google once used the slogan “don’t be evil” to
distinguish itself from its competitors, but now a grow-
ing number of pro-privacy startups are rallying to the
mantra “don’t be Google”.

They are taking on Google Analytics, a product
used by more than half of the world’s websites to
understand people’s browsing habits. “Google made a
lot of good tools for a lot of people,” says Marko Saric,
a Dane living in Belgium who set up Plausible
Analytics in Estonia in 2019.

“But over the years they changed their approach
without really thinking what is right, what is wrong,
what is evil, what is not.” Saric and many others are
benefitting from GDPR, a European privacy regulation
introduced in 2018 to control who can access personal
data. Last week, France followed Austria in declaring
Google’s practice of transferring personal data from
the EU to its US servers was illegal under GDPR
because the country does not have adequate protec-
tions. Google disagrees, saying the data is anonymized
and the scenarios envisaged in Europe are hypotheti-
cal. Nevertheless, startups see an opening in a true
David vs Goliath battle.

“The week that Google Analytics was ruled illegal
by the Austrian DPA (data protection authority) was a
good week for us,” says Paul Jarvis, who runs Fathom
Analytics from his home in Vancouver Island, Canada.
He says new subscriptions tripled over that week,
though he does not give exact numbers.

Google dominates the analytics market with 57 per-
cent of all websites using its service, according to sur-
vey group W3Techs. The best-established privacy-
focused tool, Matomo, accounts for one percent of
websites. The smaller players know they are not going
to overturn Google’s domination, rather their aim is to
inject a bit of fairness and choice into the market.

‘Behemoth’ application 
The supercharging moment for pro-privacy soft-

ware developers came in 2013 when former CIA con-
tractor Edward Snowden revealed how US security
agencies were engaged in mass surveillance. “We

already knew some of it,” says Matomo founder
Matthieu Aubry. “But when he came out, we had proof
that we weren’t just paranoid or making stuff up.”

Snowden showed how the US National Security
Agency, aided by a system of secret courts, was able
to gather personal data from users of websites includ-
ing Google, Facebook and Microsoft. Snowden’s reve-
lations helped to solidify support across Europe for its
new privacy regulation and inspired software develop-
ers to make privacy central to their products. The first
thing the startups have taken aim at is the sheer com-
plexity of Google Analytics.

“You have 1,000 different dashboards and all this
data, but it doesn’t help you if you don’t understand it,”
says Michael Neuhauser, who launched Fair Analytics
last month. Jarvis, who had previously trained people
to use Google Analytics, describes it as a “behemoth”.
Unlike Google, the privacy-focused products do not
use cookies to track users around the web and offer a
much simpler array of data, helping them to keep with-
in the boundaries of GDPR. And they all make this a
key selling point on their websites.

‘An alternative internet’ 
But making a living from these tools is no mean feat.

Saric of Plausible and Jarvis of Fathom both sank time
and money into their projects before they could pay
themselves a wage. Both firms still operate with a
startup mentality-tiny teams working remotely across
countries having direct contact with clients.

Aubry, who founded Matomo in 2007 when he was
in his early 20s, remembers being in a similar position.
“For a long time, we didn’t even have a business
around the project, it was pure community,” says the
Frenchman from his home in Wellington, New Zealand.

But he says his firm now has global reach and he
wants to help create “an alternative internet” not dom-
inated by big tech. His peers are at a much earlier
stage but they certainly agree with the sentiment.
Jarvis reckons anyone switching from a big tech prod-
uct is “a win for privacy” and helps to create a fairer
system. But a huge barrier remains: Google can afford
to offer its tools for free, whereas the smaller firms
need clients to pay, even if just a few dollars a month.
The privacy-focused firms say it is time to overhaul
our understanding of these transactions.

“All of these free products that we use and love,
we’re not paying for them with money, we’re paying
for them with data and privacy,” says Jarvis. “We
charge money for our product because it’s just a more
honest business model.” — AFP 

Nord Stream 2 ‘in 
all our interests’: 
France’s Engie
PARIS: French energy giant Engie warned yes-
terday that a conflict between Russia and Ukraine
would be “bad news” for Europe’s gas supplies
and defended the controversial Nord Stream 2
pipeline as being “in all our interests”. Engie is
one of five European partners in the massive
Russian pipeline running under the Baltic Sea
from Russia to Germany.

The pipeline, which has been completed but is
still awaiting regulatory approval in Germany, has
become a key bargaining chip in the West’s bid to
stop Russia from invading Ukraine.

US President Joe Biden has threatened to shut
it down if Russia attacks its neighbor but
Germany has maintained a more ambiguous
stance, saying only there would be “conse-
quences” for Nord Stream 2.

At a press conference after Engie released its
annual earnings the group’s CEO Catherine
MacGregor stressed the importance of Russian gas
for Europe. “Russian gas is a major component in
the European gas mix. Therefore we view a poten-
tial conflict between Russia and Ukraine as really
bad news,” she said. MacGregor said that France’s
gas stocks meant it could face “very short-term”
shortages. But, she said, “in the medium- or long-
term we need Russian gas” to build up gas stocks
again. She said the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, which
circumvents Ukraine and is set to double Russian
gas supplies to Germany, was “an important proj-
ect for Europe’s gas supplies. —AFP


