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MANAGEMENT IN TIMES 
OF CRISIS

N
ecessity has always been the mother of 
invention. Time and again history has 
demonstrated that in times of hardship 

new opportunities emerge that have had a pro-
found impact on what followed. For Kuwait, the 
arrival of COVID-19, as with everywhere else 
across the globe, has presented an unprecedented 
type of challenge. Kuwait’s response as a country, 
and its ability to rally together, has not only miti-
gated the worst exigencies of the virus, but poised 
Kuwait to be ready to thrive as the new normal is 
established.

This special report seeks to bring attention to 
the key themes that have emerged during this pe-
riod, as well as shine a spotlight on the core deci-
sion makers whose experiences help contextualise 
Kuwait’s wider ability to navigate the pandemic. 

In the face of the viral threat, Kuwait has re-
tained its reputation as a safe haven. Agile in its 
response, the central bank led the way, steering 
Kuwait’s economy into calm waters. The stimulus 
package launched at the start of April proved to 
be vital and was recognized as such by Fitch. A re-
duction in liquidity and capital adequacy require-
ments for banks demonstrated a sense of pruden-
cy, whilst cutting risk weightings for SMEs reflects 
the holistic approach to Kuwait’s response.

Together with the safety net cast by the cen-
tral bank, Kuwait’s private sector has been the 
beneficiary of a significant acceleration in digi-
talization. The advances in digitalization could 
not have been possible without the necessity 
imposed by the arrival of COVID-19. The last 
few months have witnessed key financial ser-
vices–from dividends to AGM meetings–being 
uploaded online. As a result, there has been an 
increase in investment opportunities in tech 
SMEs and digitally savvy firms as people are 
realizing the potential of a more digital market. 
In spite of the challenges presented by the pan-
demic, Kuwait’s private sector is poised, ready 
to reap the rewards that necessity has brought 
about.

As Kuwait turns its attention to the issues 
surrounding how to reopen, The Business Year 
offers a resource showcasing the ideas and dis-
cussions over the recent period. The substance 
of this report is intended to answer the ques-
tions around the lessons and themes experi-
enced by leaders in the business community. 
Going a step further, The Business Year will 
provide content from innovators and disrup-
tors whose reflections outline the most advan-
tageous ways Kuwait will thrive as it reopens. ✖
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Alok Chugh 
PA R T N E R ,
M E N A  G O V E R N M E N T  &  P U B L I C  S E C T O R 
TA X  L E A D E R ,
E Y

Starting with the government, what work are you doing 
with the public sector?
The government sector has been impacted in 
numerous ways. Its first and foremost priority is 
to ensure the health and safety of its people and 
maintain the supply chain. Then comes support-
ing business through financial and economic 
stimulus to avoid compounding financial crisis. 
Regulators have become more actively involved 
in trying to make all the necessary legislative 
changes to follow and manage the situation ef-
fectively. The government sector is doing a won-
derful job at the moment, and we are assisting in 
developing such policies and frameworks. The 
government sector needs hands-on help in terms 
of building its capabilities and becoming better 
at dealing with these exceptional circumstanc-
es. This includes trainings for supporting digital 
transformation and integration of technology. 
We provide the technology so that it can inter-
act with citizens and businesses as well as across 
public bodies. We also help in terms of develop-
ing the financial and economic stimulus pack-
ages to achieve various objectives, whether it is 
creating more liquidity or providing more fund-
ing in terms of lending. Another important area 
is data, particularly when it comes to supporting 
SMEs. With proper data on the number and size 
of SMEs, the government can better formulate 
measures to support them. This has been a huge 
challenge but is getting increased attention.

Moving onto the financial services sector, what re-
sponse is EY facilitating in this space?
Our main aim is to ensure the fiscal and econom-
ic stimulus packages are effective in what they are 
trying to achieve. For example, the government’s 
measures have buoyed the stock markets a fair 
bit. With these stimulus packages, the financial 
services sector has played an important role. The 
central banks of various governments, including 
Kuwait, have done a great job. The Central Bank 
of Kuwait was the first one to come up with a di-

How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted EY, and how 
are you working with clients to guide them through this 
period?
Like the rest of the world, EY has been impacted by 
COVID-19, and in Kuwait we have been in a lock-
down situation since the second week of March; 
however, there is an advantage of being global 
firm, and we have been able to parse out synergies 
during this time. We have been working closely 
with our global leadership and our EMEA support 
partners as well as our large team in India, with a 
large focus on integrating technology and setting 
up everyone to work from home. This progressed 
into establishing new protocols in engaging with 
the clients gradually and coming up with the top 
leadership that you are seeing in the market right 
now to support our clients. There are some large 
projects, upward of tens of millions of dollars, that 
continue progressing, and we, in turn have to en-
able our teams to maintain client engagement. 
We are also looking at new opportunities that are 
being presented to help our clients impacted by 
COVID-19.

Which sectors are being the most impacted, and how has 
EY responded to this?
We have identified the different sectors and the 
ways in which they were impacted to address the 
needs of our clients under the circumstances. The 
financial services sector is one of the sectors that 
was most impacted, largely in good ways; on the 
other end of the spectrum we have hospitality; 
tourism, particularly airlines and hotels; and trans-
portation. Then there is the public sector, which is 
my forte, and the energy sector. Amongst these sec-
tors, I have been involved closely with the financial 
services, government, and oil and gas sectors in the 
MENA region. This region specifically is further in-
fluenced by other factors, which have been ampli-
fied by COVID-19, such as the decline in oil prices. 
Everything combined has led to a need to rethink 
business strategies and created more space for EY 
to offer our services and solutions.

navigating 
CHOPPY 
WATERS

Amid the 
COVID-19 
pandemic, EY 
has risen up to 
come up with 
new solutions 
and initiatives 
in support of 
its clients in all 
sectors.
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BIO 

Alok Chugh is a tax partner with 
EY’s Middle East practice and 
is based in Kuwait. He has been 
in the region for over 26 years 
and has detailed knowledge 
of business and taxes in the 
Middle East. He also leads the 
government and public sector 
tax practice for EY in the Middle 
East and North Africa region. 
He is a member of the Institute 
of the Chartered Accountants 
of India and is an active 
member and frequent lecturer 
at the American Business 
Council, French Business 
Council, British Business 
Forum, and Canadian Business 
Council in Kuwait. He is also 
on the Board of the American 
Business Council in Kuwait. 
He has consulted for various 
governmental organizations 
in Kuwait on the practical 
implementation of various 
regulations in Kuwait, including 
the Ministry of Finance. He 
also works closely with the 
Kuwait Direct Investment 
Promotion Authority (KDIPA) 
and a number of other tax and 
regulatory authorities across 
the region.

“The government sector is 
doing a wonderful job at the 
moment, and we are assisting 
in developing such policies 
and frameworks.”

rective announcing new norms to allow more li-
quidity to the banks to support the economy. One 
of the changes that came about was an addition-
al KWD500 million to banks that allows them to 
lend to businesses and improve cash flow. It has 
also reduced the liquidity ratio for banks, thus al-
lowing them to lend more into the market. In the 
beginning of April, it made a further announce-
ment to address the needs of SMEs, passing on 
this stimulus and support through the Kuwait 
SME Fund. We are extending our support to the 
sector through data and technology, integrating 
these with the kinds of procedures that business 
should enact to analyze the effectiveness of such 
stimulus packages. We are also extending sup-
port in terms of managing the workforce while 
everybody is working from home. The banking 
service sector also needs to benefit from the stim-
ulus packages. This means if there is a tax exemp-
tion being granted, then the banks, as taxpayers, 
also need to take advantage of that exemption. In 
line with this goal, we have developed a real-time 
tracker tool that allows us to see the tax and fiscal 
changes governments worldwide are introduc-
ing. We are able to share that tracker with clients 
across sectors. Finally, for this sector and others, 
we are involved in the contractual aspects and 
helping clients amend contracts for working with 
other businesses.

Seeing as the region is experiencing several shocks in 
the energy sector, how is EY helping this sector in par-
ticular face such nuanced circumstances?
The energy sector in our region has been impact-

ed quite significantly. We never imagined prices 
would fall into the negative range; those were ex-
tremely interesting economic dynamics leading to 
a unique scenario. Thankfully, it was a short-lived 
phase, and oil prices have been hovering around 
USD25 a barrel, which for many countries is still 
below their costs of production. Consequently, we 
have seen a significant change in the entire thought 
processes of national oil companies (NOCs) in the 
region and others. Many discussions focus on cy-
bersecurity. We are assisting a few NOCs through 
a whole digital and technology framework, then 
taking it one step further with cybersecurity frame-
work and supporting infrastructure. These are 
massive undertakings that will keep us busy for a 
few years at least. The other focus area is cost re-
duction management. There are multiple ways you 
can address this, such as restructuring subsidiaries 
and joint ventures for distribution and storage, ad-
justing organization structures, and creating more 
efficient synergies. There is an active discussion 
with another NOC on how it can bring about syner-
gies by merging a few entities and trimming costs. 
The third area is workforce advisory and support.

How can Kuwait and the region lead the world following 
COVID-19?
Despite the current challenges in the oil and gas 
sector, one major advantage that this region has 
over the others is access to significant cash and li-
quidity. In this region, discussions about moving 
toward transforming and diversifying economies is 
creating significantly more opportunities for other 
sectors. The pandemic will fast track this process 
and push countries to think more seriously about 
other forms of revenue generation. We have seen 
a big shift in Kuwait, for example. The government 
has created special committees and sub-commit-
tees to explore how it can address the different 
sectors, the necessary legislative changes, and new 
projects. We will probably see more timely and ag-
gressive decision making in the coming weeks and 
months in this region. ✖
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C O M M U N I Q U É 

NAVIGATING UNCERTAINTY

With uncertainty on the rise as a result of trade tensions and a global pandemic, EY’s suite of 
solutions for every situation helps clients address challenges and turn them to their advantage.

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC has resulted in an 
unprecedented level of disruption. In these 
very challenging and difficult times, EY has 
developed the Reframing the Future—Now, 
Next and Beyond framework that provides 
a map for navigating uncertainty and com-
plexity. Now—safeguards business continui-
ty through effective crisis response planning. 
Next—ignites recovery through business ad-
aptation and stronger enterprise resilience. 
Beyond—focuses on delivering long-term 
value creation by reframing and transform-
ing business.

A brief description of some of our services 
under the Reframing the Future framework 
is listed below.

GLOBAL TAX STIMULUS TRACKER TOOL: 
This tracker, which is updated daily, provides 
details of policy changes that have been an-
nounced in jurisdictions around the world in 
response to the global COVID-19 pandemic. 
It provides details about policies that have 
been proposed or implemented in almost all 
key jurisdictions. Other tax and law trackers 
are also available on our website.

TAX AND FINANCE OPERATE (TFO): Tax and 
finance departments are being impacted by 
global legislation, technology disruption, 
and evolving skills requirements. To achieve 

efficiencies, they are exploring alternative 
sourcing from discrete services to complete 
outsourcing. TFO is EYs technology-driven 
delivery model that pairs highly skilled re-
sources with best-in-class processes to help 
companies achieve their strategic vision.

NEXTWAVE GLOBAL TRADE SOLUTIONS: 
The NextWave Global Trade solutions over-
view highlights how EY’s solution helps cli-
ents address today’s challenges (from trade 
tensions to COVID-19) and opportunities as 
well as allowing them to turn trade disrup-
tion into a strategic advantage. It convenes 
clients across sectors to explore ways to build 
trust both within their organizations and 
across their broader trade networks.

COST OPTIMIZATION FOR VALUE CREATION: 
Rapid Profit Transformation (RPT) helps 
our clients stabilize, recover, and reimagine 
their business for profitability. We are help-
ing our clients to address profitability levers 
across revenue, cost, and capital to address 
liquidity and unlock value, for a more flexi-
ble, cost-effective, and resilient organization. 
The current COVID-19 crisis creates lasting 
effects requiring all industries to reevaluate 
their business across the value chain, realize 
cost savings and reinvest differently for the 
future.

MANAGED TREASURY SERVICES: Managed 
treasury services can help increase opera-
tional performance and gain enhanced in-
sights and greater comfort through access 
to the global EY network of specific treasury 
and treasury accounting knowledge and 
tools, on a continuing basis allowing organi-
zations to focus on strategic activities.

FINANCE AS A SERVICE (FAAS): Finance as 
a Service uses cutting-edge technology, sub-
ject-matter professionals and EY Shared Ser-
vice Centers that can support statutory, reg-
ulatory and tax reporting and compliance; 
and lease accounting and contract manage-
ment. It can also help with consolidation of 
financial statements, treasury, pensions and 
HR or management reporting.

LEGAL MANAGED SERVICES: Legal managed 
services provide technology-enabled sup-
port, including automation for high-volume 
repetitive or event-driven legal work, to legal 
departments. These services include multi-
lingual, compliance and governance, con-
tract lifecycle management, research and 
regulatory mapping and managed review 
and functional analysis.

GLOBAL PAYROLL OPERATE: Payroll Operate 
is a global payroll solution that provides a 
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The content of this article is intended to 
provide a general guide to the subject matter. 
Specialist advice should be sought about 
your specific circumstances. 

single framework that can be scaled by you 
as your business needs evolve operating as 
a managed service from data collection, 
preparation and source-to-gross right up to 
statutory reporting, payment preparation 
and employee communication.

GLOBAL PAYROLL SOS: Payroll never clos-
es, and especially during this challenging 
time (with COVID-19), it is even more im-
portant that employees continue to receive 
their payroll. This solution powered by Ser-
viceNow is leveraging on GDS and global 
EY teams in over 120 countries to help cli-
ents navigate their payroll business conti-
nuity issues and challenges.

INTEGRATED MOBILITY: EY Mobility Path-
way brings an end-to-end, technology-en-
abled, integrated mobility solution for mo-
bile employees and corporate users. The 
solution is integrated within an ecosystem 
of service providers which empowers em-
ployers and their global workforce and puts 
mobility at the heart of the people agen-
da. With a commitment to reducing cost, 
improving compliance, providing greater 
workflow management and insights, and 
enhancing the user experience, EY is ready 
to offer fully managed integrated mobile 
service to our clients.

OPERATING MODEL EFFECTIVENESS 
(OME): The OME service offering helps 
clients optimize the after-tax benefits of 
business transformation. In this way com-
panies can achieve a competitive and sus-
tainable effective tax rate that is driven by 
the business operating model.

AGILE TAX: EY’s Agile Tax is an SAP-pow-
ered end-to-end transformation and tech-
nology enablement solution that address-
es all the tax implications of the client’s 
entire enterprise transformation. This in-
cludes the transformation of the tax func-
tion itself to align tax processes, technolo-
gy and people. Agile Tax is a pillar of EY’s 
Agile Business Transformation solution.

CYBER BREACH RESPONSE PROGRAM 
(CBRP): COVID-19 has seen a sharp in-
crease in cyber-security breaches. A cen-
tralized, enterprise-wide CBRP is the 
focal point that brings together the wide 
variety of stakeholders that must collab-
orate to resolve a breach. It needs to be 
run by someone who is equipped with 
in-depth legal, compliance and technolo-
gy experience, and is able to manage the 
day-to-day operational and tactical re-
sponse. CBRP goes beyond the capacity of 
a traditional program management offce 

(PMO). In its coordination and oversight 
role, the CBRP can help ensure that an 
organization’s business continuity plan 
is appropriately implemented, develop 
and enforce a communication and brief-
ng plan among all internal stakeholders, 
and centrally manage all breach-related 
inquiries received from external and in-
ternal groups.

EY-Microsoft Modern Workplace: EY in 
collaboration with Microsoft, has a prov-
en methodology that enable organisa-
tions to reinvent ways of working. This 
approach drives productivity and collab-
oration in an engaging way that is unique-
ly suited to the current crisis.

RESILIENT AND RESPONSIVE RISK: The 
COVID-19 pandemic has exposed com-
panies to a unique set of risks and chal-
lenges. It is important these risks are well 
managed without necessarily having to 
increase precious spend. We are seeing 
companies move risk management func-
tions from fixed to variable cost models, 
with the flexibility to expand and contract 
spend based on business circumstances.  
We are helping clients operate a new nor-
mal with a transformed risk function fo-
cused on the risks that matter. ✖
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Sheikh Meshaal  Jaber Al-Ahmed Al-Sabah 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
K U WA I T  D I R E C T  I N V E S T M E N T  P R O M O T I O N  A U T H O R I T Y  ( K D I PA )

ness conditions in Kuwait. Furthermore, 
the KDIPA board of directors approved 
support measures to initially alleviate the 
impact of COVID-19 for both existing in-
vestors and interested new investors that 
includes income tax and customs duties 
exemptions, a grace period for starting 
operations and reporting, as well as re-
ducing KDIPA fees across the board by 
50%.

How is KDIPA supporting both its own human 
talent and employees in Kuwait more broadly?
At the country level, human capital has 
always been an important factor in Ku-
wait’s unique value proposition. #Team-
KDIPA is our fundamental asset. We have 
always been keen, and now even more so 
under COVID-19 pandemic circumstanc-
es, to offer an enabling environment to 
ensure continuous learning and career 
path development to acquire new skillsets 
and competencies to ensure excellence in 
performance. The COVID-19 closures re-
quired the team to work remotely, which 
was not an issue as the digitalization in-
frastructure at KDIPA has already been 
set in place. This enabled the team to uti-
lize various programs and applications to 
ensure work is progressing uninterrupted 
and efficiently from home with 24/7 tech-
nical support if needed. Furthermore, 
there are online training opportunities for 
KDIPA employees to participate in to en-
courage them to take this time to upskill 
and continue to develop their skillsets.

Looking ahead, what is the best way Kuwait 
can bounce back, and how would you like to 
see Kuwait reopen?
Kuwait is currently implementing a five-
stage relief and recovery program, which 
allows for a gradual return to work in both 
the public and private sectors as well as 
opening the economy. We will continue 
to cater to existing and potential investors 
and seek to resolve any issues unsettled 
or that need to be adequately addressed. 
Moreover, we are preparing for a fully 
fledged, accommodating investment pro-
motion strategy, identifying investment 
opportunities, adapting to the best policy 
and promotion framework, extending our 
economic benefit model, creating more 
integrated linkages between investors, 
and addressing local supply chain needs, 
as well as resuming our advocacy role. ✖

Given that eveloping the private sector is key 
to Kuwait’s Vision 2035, how do you assess 
COVID-19’s impact on accelerating these plans?
The current situation is still fluid and it is 
difficult to fully assess the magnitude of 
the impact on the economy and the pri-
vate sector; however, measures to address 
the social changes and economic situation 
have been set by the government and con-
tinue to change to support the country’s 
resilience. Kuwait National Vision 2035 
continues to be KDIPA’s roadmap, and we 
continue to support the private sector tak-
ing the lead in economic activities to foster 
the country’s competitiveness and nurture 
the innovation ecosystem to ensure a sus-
tainable future for generations to come.

Could COVID-19 be seen as the tipping point for 
Kuwait to progress significantly in its digitaliza-
tion process?
The unexpected outbreak of COVID-19 
played a catalyst role to speed up embrac-
ing new digital channels such as develop-
ing needed e-applications, delivering gov-
ernment e-service, utilizing e-commerce, 
managing virtual teams, and holding on-
line events and meetings. In Kuwait, the 
profound and advanced ICT industry base 
continues to support the pivoting digital 
transformation with an accommodating 
regulatory and legislative framework as 
well as the presence of public institutions 
like CITRA, CAIT, and others. There is also 
a large talent pool of technologically savvy 
young people who comprise more than 
60% of the population pyramid. In addi-
tion, the majority of KDIPA’s cumulative 
approved direct investment from the ICT 
sector reinforces the market demand for 
this sector.

Which efforts would you like to highlight with 
regard to ensuring Kuwait emerges from this 
crisis as an enhanced ecosystem for business 
and investment?
From the start of the pandemic, KDIPA 
launched a COVID-19 response team to 
support its partners and disseminate rel-
evant updates through multiple online 
outlets. KDIPA particularly stayed the 
course on strengthening the delivery of its 
facilitation and aftercare services to all its 
existing and interested investors by main-
taining open lines of communication. A 
dedicated hotline was also established to 
answer forthcoming inquiries about busi-

BIO 

Sheikh Meshaal Jaber Al-Ahmed 
Al-Sabah is currently Director 
General of KDIPA. He also chairs the 
Permanent Committee for Streamlining 
Business Environment & Enhancing 
Competitiveness in Kuwait. He served 
as Deputy Chairman for National Offset 
Company (NOC), previously chaired 
the inter-Ministerial Steering Group for 
insolvency and creditor/debtor regime, 
and was a member of the board of 
directors for the Central Bank of Kuwait. 
Prior to that, he was chief of the Kuwait 
Foreign Investment Bureau Division 
under the Ministry of Commerce & 
Industry. He holds a PhD in HR and 
marketing management from the 
University of Portsmouth (UK), an MBA 
from Maastricht School of Management, 
and a BA in political science and public 
administration from Kuwait University.

combined 
EFFORTS
KDIPA’s focus is to ensure 
a streamlined business 
environment and further 
develop its service delivery and 
facilitation to better promote 
investment in the country.
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Kuwait’s COVID-19 business updates coincide with a broader effort 
to upgrade its business and investment landscape.

BEARING FRUITS
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F O C U S 
Doing Business Updates
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of COVID-19 played a catalytic role to speed up embracing the new 
digital channels such as developing needed e-applications, deliver-
ing government e-service, utilizing e-commerce, managing virtual 
teams, and holding online events and meetings.”

According to an update released by EY in May 2020, KDIPA’s 
major amendments to support investors included: extension of the 
tax and customs incentives to all KDIPA-registered entities, revised 
mechanism for granting tax exemption, and reduction of service 
fees by 50% through December 31, 2020.

In an exclusive interview with TBY, EY Partner and MENA Gov-
ernment and Public Sector Tax Leader Alok Chugh explained how 
EY was supporting the government largely related to enhancing 
digital capabilities. In terms of facilitating digital transformation 
and integration of technology, “[EY] provides the technology so 
the government can interact with citizens and businesses as well as 
across public bodies. We also help in terms of developing the finan-
cial and economic stimulus packages to achieve various objectives, 
whether it is creating more liquidity or providing more funding in 
terms of lending.” Though there were aforementioned efforts to 
support SMEs, Chugh goes on to point out the importance of data 
when it comes to SMEs. “With proper data on the number and size 
of SMEs, the government can better formulate measures to support 
them. This has been a huge challenge but is getting increased at-
tention.”

This public-sector support from EY and its effects point to a rein-
vigoration of the country’s New Kuwait Vision 2035, which had lost 
steam before the pandemic.

The Central Bank of Kuwait is another pivotal stakeholder in 
terms of enabling economic stability. A testament to the central 
bank’s success in this regard is the maintenance of Kuwait’s scores 
from various rating agencies. To increase liquidity, the central 
bank’s regulatory stimulus package raised domestic banks’ lending 
capacity by KWD5 billion, and the institution lowered its capital ad-
equacy instruction for banks from 13% to 10.5%. Furthermore, the 
central bank lowered the discount rate to 1.5%.

Kuwait may have been a first-time addition to the World Bank’s 
Doing Business top-10 most improved countries, but it certainly 
may not be the last. ✖

KUWAIT SECURED A PLACE IN THE TOP-10 ECONOMIES with the 
most notable improvements in the World Bank’s “Doing Business 
2020” report. Taking a deeper dive, Kuwait’s reforms have facilitat-
ed processes in the following areas: starting a business, dealing with 
construction permits, getting electricity, registering property, getting 
credit, protecting minority investors, and trading across borders. 
Moreover, The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness 
2019 report also recognized Kuwait as the most improved country in 
the region, moving up eight spots from 2018.

Though these recognitions came before the outbreak of the novel 
coronavirus, Kuwait is continuing its trajectory, leveraging both the 
momentum of previous reforms and the opportunity to advance dig-
italization.

With regard to the former, Kuwait has implemented several mea-
sures to maintain economic stability throughout the crisis. Before 
the pandemic, delay of payments from the public sector was a sig-
nificant challenge and caused issues of liquidity down the supply 
chain. Therefore, an important measure as a result of COVID-19 was 
expediting government payments to private sector vendors and con-
tractors.

Another critical area of concern is supporting SMEs through such 
uncertain times, especially as SMEs will be even more fundamental 
in the post-COVID-19 era. Installments for loans funded by the Ku-
wait SME Fund and Industrial Bank have been postponed, as well as 
social security contributions and payments bank loans and facilities 
for six months. Regarding the latter, interest on such payments was 
canceled. Moreover, various resources were mobilized, and stopgaps 
implemented to protect workers’ jobs, salaries, and overall financial 
security.

Looking at foreign investment, the Kuwait Direct Investment Pro-
motion Agency (KDIPA) implemented several measures to support 
current investors and assure continued interest and FDI. HE Dr. 
Meshaal Jaber Al-Ahmed Al Sabah, Director General of KDIPA, not-
ed that communication is critical for meeting investor needs and 
creating a conducive investment environment. “From the start of 
the pandemic, KDIPA launched a COVID-19 Response Team to 
support its partners and disseminate relevant updates through 
multiple online outlets.” What’s more, “The unexpected outbreak 
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BUILDING OFF OF SIGNIFICANT ADVANCEMENTS IN ITS BUSINESS AND 
INVESTMENT ENVIRONMENT IN RECENT YEARS, KUWAIT IS ENSURING 

PROGRESS IN THE WAKE OF COVID-19 CONTINUES, AND IS EVEN 
ACCELERATED. EY’S E-SOLUTIONS ARE PIONEERING THE WAY.

Kuwait is a TOP-10 
MOST IMPROVED 

MARKET in the World 
Bank’s “Doing Business 

2020” report
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& meetings

Delivery of 
government 
e-services

Utilization of 
e-commerce

E-applications

COVID-19
A CATALYST FOR 

DIGITALIZATION

EY provides the technology for the 
government to engage with citizens, 

businesses, and across public 
institutions

EY’S SOLUTIONS: 

Global Tax 
Stimulus 

Tracker Tool

Cyber Breach 
Response 
Program
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Risk

Cost 
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Managed 
Services

Next Wave 
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Solutions

Putting the “E” in 
Electronic Transformation

KUWAIT DIRECT INVESTMENT PROMOTION AGENCY (KDIPA)
KEY TAX STIMULUS MEASURES

Extension of the tax & 
customs incentives 
to all KDIPA-registered 
entities

50% reduction of 
service fees through 
December 31, 2020

Revised mechanism 
for granting tax 
exemption

SOURCE: EY, KDIPA, & WORLD BANK
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platform that enables general meetings to be held 
remotely and allows shareholders to vote on resolu-
tions from anywhere in the world. This project was 
initially planned for delivery in 2021. However, we 
delivered the platform and the relevant procedures 
in record time and allowed local and foreign inves-
tors to participate in the voting process without the 
need to attend physically.

What were the main challenges you faced to achieve that 
and how did you overcome them?
Such projects normally require special legalisation 
to be implemented appropriately. These hurdles 
used to stand in the way of delivering digital ser-
vices in timely fashion. However, due to the current 
crisis, the grounds were paved collaboratively and 
efficiently to allow us to introduce our new e-AGM 
platform to the public. The relevant regulatory au-
thorities were extremely flexible and open toward 
implementing the necessary legislative changes 
that would support any initiative that eases proce-
dures for the public.

How would you like to see Kuwait reopen for business, 
and what role will KCC play there?
KCC played a pivotal role in getting Kuwait’s stock 
market upgraded on three major international in-
dices—FTSE Russel, S&P DJI, and MSCI—through 
the development of its operating infrastructure 
and services introduced to foreign investors. This 
was the result of several years of planning and hard 
work. We also plan to step up our efforts to ensure 
that foreign investors find a larger appetite to invest 
in Kuwait. We have seen that appetite increase sig-
nificantly over the past four years and foreigners 
have not diminished their investments in Kuwait. 
Our recent unique new services, like e-Dividends, 
e-AGMs and e-Voting will enhance our reputation 
as an international market and an attractive invest-
ment destination. ✖

What lessons have been learned about Kuwait and your 
company’s resilience and ability to withstand the impact 
of COVID-19?
Our efforts in the past few years in terms of invest-
ment in technology served us well during the last 
three months. We had moved into digitalizing our 
operations extensively at an early stage. We also 
found a way to work from home during the lock-
down period and ensured that the crisis did not 
impact stock market operations. This was greatly 
appreciated by local and foreign investors and re-
flects the resilience of KCC and the Kuwaiti Secu-
rities Market. Most of the barriers that we faced in 
the past few years necessitated the need to change 
certain behaviours and there is enormous poten-
tial to automate legacy services. During the past 
few months, governments and businesses alike 
collaborated to prevent the spread of COVID-19 by 
launching several public e-services within a short 
period. This was an outstanding achievement and 
clearly shows the potential to transform digitally is 
there. Therefore, I trust we will be able to adapt to 
these changes and provide operational efficiencies 
with full confidence in the future.

Did the crisis impact development plans, and in what way 
has it made you reprioritize strategies?
Some development plans had to be paused due to 
the restrictions imposed on businesses in the global 
effort to slow down the spread of COVID-19; how-
ever, we continued working on the plans and are 
confident they will be delivered eventually. In the 
past few months, we channelled our efforts to op-
timize operations and ensure business continuity. 
We showed our resilience during this crisis and en-
sured critical market operations were up and run-
ning without stoppage, even when the government 
imposed a full curfew. Therefore, this experience 
provides us with optimism that as a business we 
can withstand future crises. Our business strat-
egies and goals remain the same, and the current 
circumstances will only spur us to develop further.

What did you provide the market with during this crisis?
Digital transformation sits at the core of our am-
bitious business strategy. We continue to work to-
ward optimizing our operations to provide value 
added and modern services. During the past few 
months and due to curfews imposed on people and 
businesses, we faced the challenge of providing a 

BIO 

Khaldoun Al-Tabtabaie is 
the CEO at KCC, which is the 
central depository, clearing, 
and settlement entity for the 
Kuwaiti Securities Market. He 
is an active member of the 
CMA’s market development 
and planning committee and 
played a major role in the 
reclassification of Kuwait 
to emerging market status 
by major index providers, 
namely S&P Dow Jones, 
FTSE Russell, and MSCI. He 
holds a master’s degree in 
MIS and a bachelor’s degree 
in business administration 
from the George Washington 
University, US, and a diploma 
in financial market operations 
from the International Capital 
Markets Association (ICMA) & 
University of Reading, UK. He 
has over 20 years of experience 
in financial market operations, 
IT and project management.

SPURRING
further 
growth

Having 
demonstrated its 
resilience in the 
last few months, 
KCC plans to step 
up its efforts to 
ensure foreign 
investors find a 
larger appetite to 
invest in Kuwait.

“KCC played a pivotal role in 
getting Kuwait’s stock market 

upgraded on three major 
international indices—FTSE 
Russel, S&P DJI, and MSCI.”



TRANSFORMING VISION INTO 
REALITY, FOCUSING ON DEVELOPMENT,

THE JOURNEY CONTINUES....

Kuwait Clearing Company (Maqasa) is a regional leader in capital markets providing world-class 

facilities and distinguished industry services. It aims to be at the forefront of innovation by relentlessly 

pursuing further enhancements to develop the market infrastructure, practices, thereby easing access 

for foreign investors to Kuwait's Capital Market.

TOTAL INVESTOR BUY TRADE VALUES
(BILLION KWD) *

FOREIGN INVESTOR BUY TRADE VALUES
(BILLION KWD) *

An integral part of market 
development initiatives and 
instrumental in enhancing the 
Kuwaiti securities market 

Investment in skilled human 
resources to provide value added 
services to all stakeholders

Significant development of 
the post trade infrastructure to 
meet corporate strategy goals

Pivotal role in Kuwait's 
upgrade to Emerging Market 
status boasting the "Kuwait 
Vision 2035" development 
strategy

2016 2017 2018 2019

268

931

1,470

*Trades on Boursa Kuwait*Trades on Boursa Kuwait

525

2016 2017 2018 2019

2,880

5,729 4,336

8,121
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ing temperatures and testing people, and we have had 
no cases in KPA thus far. Technology plays a more sig-
nificant part in video-conferencing and remote work-
ing. We have also been securing some advanced PPE, 
such as devices that can measure body temperature 
from several meters away.

How has KPA advanced WHO and IMO standards re-
garding coronavirus instructions?
We have taken a lot of steps to work with shipping 
lines, tracking where the ships have been in recent 
periods, with special considerations given to ships 
coming from highly infected countries. The shipping 
lines themselves have been proactive in providing 
the necessary PPE and introducing rules and regu-
lations for their crew. It is very much a collective ef-
fort across the sector, and we have donated PPE to 
other military and security organizations. KPA is the 
first port authority in the Middle East to purchase 
disinfecting trucks to sanitize the containers and all 
premises within the port. We have a public health re-
sponsibility to make sure we are meeting the highest 
standards; after all, any defense against this virus is 
only as strong as its weakest link. We have been co-
ordinating these efforts with several governmental 
bodies. We have even taken our disinfecting trucks to 
several supermarkets and the coastguard base.

How is KPA looking to move forward?
We have signed an MoU with the Public Authority 
for Industry to build the first industrial port in Ku-
wait. This outbreak has reminded us that we need 
renewed efforts to increase local industrial capaci-
ties, which requires industrial-style berths. We are 
also restructuring KPA, with plans to go abroad and 
compete in the areas of port operation, logistics cit-
ies, and luxury berths for yachts. In this last segment, 
we have plans for a USD1-billion project called Al 
Fintas Marasi, with 2,000 yacht berths and a mall. 
Progressively and steadily, we are moving forward, 
and hopefully we will see KPA establish a presence in 
Europe and Africa. ✖

What precautionary and preventative measures has the 
Kuwait Ports Authority (KPA) taken to mitigate the impacts 
of the coronavirus pandemic?
Every day, we are constantly making adjustments 
based on lessons learned. And we seem to be on the 
right track. We held a video conference with Shanghai 
International Port, comparing our measures to handle 
COVID-19, and encouragingly, 90-95% were the same. 
This was also the case for our video conference with 
the Arab Seaports Federation in mid-May. In a way, we 
are more agile than countries that perhaps have more 
legacy protocols. We have been able to implement new 
measures effectively and quickly. In Kuwait, we also 
had the advantage of forewarning that Iran and many 
in Europe did not have. KPA did not wait for any direc-
tive from the government, and I immediately closed 
down Kuwait’s Doha Port, which is the smallest of our 
three main ports. This was important because 80% of 
the incoming freight from Iran comes on smaller dhow 
ships. We also worked with the Ministry of Health to 
implement screening measures at ports that receive 
larger ships. The staff on the ship observe social dis-
tancing and are well supplied with PPE, and when 
the ship comes to port, we deploy medical personnel 
to take the temperatures of everyone on the ship. We 
implemented measures regarding PPE three months 
before the release of regulatory circular from the Inter-
national Maritime Organization (IMO) and before any 
other GCC country.

How has KPA leveraged technology to ensure maximum 
safety?
Some of the most effective measures require little to no 
technology. Early on, we reduced our on-site employee 
attendance to 30%. And some of our most vulnerable 
employees, for example, those who are immunocom-
promised or those above 60, were relieved from coming 
on-site and are being paid full salaries during this time. 
For others, we have reorganized shifts to minimize con-
tact and enforced social distancing and PPE measures. 
We are also working with contractors to best protect the 
stevedores working at our ports. We have been screen-
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on the RIGHT TRACK
With a firm belief that any defense 
against the coronavirus is only as 
strong as its weakest link, KPA has 
assumed a public health responsibility 
to coordinate with governmental bodies 
to meet the highest standards.
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ENGIE uses technology and innovation to optimize its solutions 
and showcase them to a broader range of clients.

wait, because of a reduction in profits, 
have requested an equal amount in cost 
reduction solutions from us. We are 
working hand-in-hand to help them with 
that. COVID-19 has opened the door in 
that regard and facilitated our ability to 
demonstrate that the savings are genu-
inely there.

How do you see things developing in the re-
gion and potentially Kuwait’s ability to lead the 
recovery?
The GCC has a unique economy. I hope 
that the effects of the pandemic on the 
healthcare sector and the economy will 
not go on for much longer. Within the 
GCC, we are heavily reliant on expats 
and the free movement of expats. So, the 
longer countries and airports are locked 
down, the bigger the negative economic 
impacts, certainly in Kuwait. As we look 
to come out of lockdown, it is worth not-
ing that Kuwait did act swiftly, in a way 
that puts it ahead of the curve. Kuwait’s 
economy is quite resilient and I hope it 
will bounce back quickly. ✖

We discussed Kuwait’s transformation toward 
a zero-carbon future, but I wanted to put that 
discussion in the context of the pandemic. 
How is this unprecedented event impacting 
progress toward decarbonization efforts?
For one, this has given ENGIE an oppor-
tunity to allow its engineers access to 
operational sites that run 24/7. For ex-
ample, under normal circumstances, it is 
quite hard for our engineers to get access 
to assets such as chillers in hotels and 
hospitals. Now, we have the chance to 
access those vital components and make 
some changes. The current situation also 
demonstrates to the client exactly how 
much energy they use at full capacity. 
This has helped us to uncover new in-
sights and trends.

Have you seen increased interest from the 
public sector in your value-added services?
Currently, we have most of our business-
es in the private sector. ENGIE is a major 
global group that is financially stable and 
has the resilience to come through this 
stronger than some of its local compet-
itors. This puts us in a good position to 
pick up extra work within the public sec-
tor. One segment in which we have not 
seen any real downturn or major impact 
is data centers. Even the private hospi-
tals that we currently look after in Kuwait 
have had to diversify. A broad spectrum 
of our key clients, from hospitals to hos-

pitality and shopping malls, have been 
affected in different ways. The least af-
fected has been the technology sector. 
We have also seen quite an increase in 
demand for sanitation services, for obvi-
ous reasons.

Considering the ICT sector has been the least 
impacted thus far, do you foresee reinvigorat-
ed progress toward digital transformation and 
energy efficiency solutions? 
Innovation and technology can be a lit-
tle bit of a slow burner here in Kuwait. 
But this depends on what you define 
as innovation. How the West looks at 
innovation can be different than how 
it is looked at in the Middle East. What 
I would say is that COVID-19 certainly 
emphasizes how technology and some 
of the processes that ENGIE offers can 
be beneficial. Within ENGIE, we use 
technology and innovation, particularly 
through data and KPIS, to really opti-
mize our solutions. This situation has 
created a window of opportunity for us. 
For our current and potential clients, it 
really highlights our KPI business mod-
el, where we utilize technology and 
demonstrate efficiencies around energy. 
COVID-19 has provided an ultra-magni-
fying glass and allowed us to showcase 
how much our clients are able to save 
during this downturn in energy use. We 
are getting them to think outside of the 
box and use our energy engineers or of-
fice management structure. These are 
the potential real savings that are gen-
uinely there. From that perspective, the 
pandemic is creating fresh opportunities 
for us.

How is this increased awareness translating 
into higher demand for your services?
The vast majority of our clients in Ku-

ENERGY
efficiency

“As we look to come out 
of lockdown, it is worth 
noting that Kuwait did 
act very swiftly, in a way 
that puts it ahead of the 
curve.”
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dation for surviving the pandemic and will 
continue to support the way we do business. 
The education sector may also experience a 
much-needed change in their current mod-
el and nourish electronic-based education 
that may be more affordable and accessi-
ble. In order to realize the positive impacts 
of these global changes, we must remain 
optimistic and keep a strong mind and em-
pathetic outlook going forward. There must 
be a clear understanding that we can only 
move forward by working together, and 
aligning all stakeholders’ interests. 

What are your strategic priorities moving 
ahead and what is your final message to stake-
holders as Kuwait looks ahead to new oppor-
tunities? 
The strategic priority for Kuwait is recali-
brating and re-creating a vision plan vis-
à-vis its commercial and economic tie-ups 
and cooperation with nations. We must es-
tablish and foster relationships with trust-
ed and open and liberal economies over 
highly-regulated and self-centered ones. 
This pandemic must be a revelation for all 
nations including Kuwait to revisit their 
programs, policies, and priorities of na-
tion-to-nation cooperation including com-
mercial matters. ✖

What has been YFLG’s response to today’s 
changing business and legal environments, 
and how have you innovated to ensure clients 
remain the primary focus? 
The business and legal environments are 
continuously changing, with catalysts rang-
ing from introduction to new laws and reg-
ulations, to extraordinary events such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. As a law firm, our 
mode of doing business has always been 
based on a ‘partnership’ model, where we 
partner with our clients to provide them 
with the right legal support that allows them 
to adapt quickly to these changes, under-
stand how their business is affected by it, 
and how to navigate their complexities. The 
Covid-19 pandemic will undoubtedly cre-
ate a new historical divide in every sphere 
of human activity. The legal sector is no ex-
ception to this seismic change. Being a lead-
ing all-services law firm, YFLG has swiftly 
changed the whole of our legal ecosystem 
for remote working and virtual services.  
In short, we have shifted to virtual opera-
tions. Despite the government shutdown 
and curfews in Kuwait, our team remained 
available to our clients for full legal support 
in these critical times through virtual meet-
ings, electronic document collection and 

sending regular updates of the latest legal 
developments in Kuwait. The pandemic has 
unfortunately caused a rise in the number 
of disputes. Given that the Kuwaiti courts 
have been closed since the beginning of 
March 2020 and are due to open at the be-
ginning of July 2020, we have allocated this 
time to our litigation clients to prepare for 
any new lawsuits, or revisit suspended law-
suits in terms of maximizing its potential or 
exploring the possibilities of an amicable 
settlement.   

As a global firm with a significant regional 
presence, what is your outlook for the region 
as we begin to bounce back and enter a new 
world of business? 
Despite the momentous challenges of the 
last few months, we remain optimistic on 
the region’s ability to recover from the sig-
nificant implications of the pandemic. It 
would be naïve to say that the world will go 
back to what it was before the pandemic, 
as certain aspects of social dynamics and 
economic framework have and will remain 
changed for the long term, which will con-
tinue to impact our day-to-day lives, the 
way we do business, and legal frameworks. 
Undoubtedly, these changes will all trigger 
a much larger macro-economic change. 
However, not all changes will be for the 
worst. For example, this may pave the way 
for local governments to change their mo-
dus operandi and find ways to ease the way 
government procedures are carried out. It 
is possible for certain companies to realize 
the benefits of having certain functions or 
employees working remotely, thus creating 
more jobs for people with disabilities and 
other workers whose performance can be 
maximized through such an arrangement. 
We can also anticipate a shift in manpower 
to the technology, media, and telecom sec-
tor, which has served as an excellent foun-

GLASS
half full

“Despite the momentous 
challenges of the 

last few months, we 
remain optimistic on 

the region’s ability 
to recover from the 

significant implications 
of the pandemic.”
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F O C U S 
Digital ization & infrastructure

international standards. Kuwait is ready to build 
on the progress made in the last few years which 
resulted in Kuwait being upgraded on three inter-
national indexes, the Footsie 100, Dow Jones, and 
MCSI. This has again been reflected in Fitch Agen-
cy’s reaffirmation of Kuwait’s AA sovereign credit 
rating amidst a pandemic.

A renewed focus on investment opportunities 
will also be to Kuwait’s advantage considering its 
infrastructure projects. Philip Kotsis, partner and 
co-head of office for Al Tamimi & Co. Kuwait, em-
phasized the need for infrastructure to progress 
along with digitalization, with an increased digital 
component in all big rail, road, and energy proj-
ects.

The opening of the Sheikh Jaber Causeway in 
May 2019 underlined Kuwait’s ability to deliver on 
ambitious physical infrastructure. The 22-mile-
long causeway is the fourth-longest sea bridge in 
the world, reducing the commuting time from the 
capital to the northern territories.

And infrastructural ambition remains a key 
part of Kuwait’s horizon. The Northern Gateway 
projects is earmarked by the government as a key 
part of Kuwait’s plans to diversify away from oil. 
In maritime infrastructure, the Mubarak Al Ka-
beer Port will signal Kuwait’s claim to be a trade 
and logistical hub at the mouth of the Gulf. All told 
these plans will generate up to 400,000 jobs. Mean-
while, Terminal 2, an environmentally sustainable 
development for Kuwait International Airport, 
is due to open in 2023. Up to USD20 billion has 
been pledged to airport infrastructure projects 
including new passenger terminals, cargo sites 
and an impressive Boeing Academy to train a new 
generation of Kuwaiti pilots. Along the lines of en-
vironmental sustainability, Engie Kuwait is seeing 
increased interest from the public sector to utilize 
digital solutions to increase energy efficiencies in 
buildings. Kuwait’s future remains bright as it mo-
tors ahead on all infrastructural fronts.

Together, the strides made in infrastructural de-
velopment along with Kuwait’s digital switch, send 
a clear signal that its resilience and adaptability in 
the face of the pandemic makes Kuwait a unique 
attraction for global investment. With USD100 bil-
lion in development plans, a government actively 
engaged in helping change regulation and a pri-
vate sector newly empowered by the forced digital 
switch, Kuwait stands poised to embrace a new 
way forward. ✖

AS KUWAIT BEGINS TO LOOK AT LIFE POST 
COVID-19, the country stands readier than most to 
adjust to the new normal. With every moment of 
chaos comes opportunity and with every cloud a 
silver lining. So too is this the case with Kuwait’s 
experience throughout the global pandemic. 
COVID-19 has accelerated the digital switch across 
sectors and the development of infrastructure 
projects. Already Kuwait is the first country in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council to have integrated 
5G at scale, highlighting the entrepreneurial and 
tech-savvy mindset already in place at the on-
set of the coronavirus pandemic. Digitalization 
has been a key tenet of Kuwait’s Vision 2035 with 
strides made in that direction over the last year. 
And this has positioned Kuwait very well for such 
an unprecedented event. On an individual level, 
Kuwaitis easily adapted to the conditions brought 
about by COVID-19 and experienced all around 
the business world, namely remote working and 
flexible hours. On the macro level, this forced ac-
celeration of digitalization that will pay significant 
dividends for the country’s economy.

Kuwait’s government has played a key role in 
swiftly amending regulation to assist digitaliza-
tion as many of the barriers previously inhibiting 
progress were legal. During the last few months, 
Kuwait’s government as shown expedience in 
their ability to update laws as required to adapt 
to electronic development. This accommodation 
has led to essential government services being 
uploaded online, including voting for investors’ 
annual general meetings. This in combination 
with other online services from Kuwait Clearing 
Company creates far greater access to resources 
and increases efficiency for capital market activi-
ties. Moreover, this modernization has presented 
a huge raft of opportunities due to progress toward 

DESPITE THE MYRIAD CHALLENGES, 
KUWAIT IS LEVERAGING 
THIS MOMENT TO FURTHER 
ADVANCE DIGITALIZATION AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT AS 
WELL AS INTEGRATE THE TWO.

INTEGRATION
IMPERATIVE
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Al Tamimi & Co’s strategy is to keep communication links open with 
clients, adapt to the clients’ needs, and modernize internal systems 
to provide top-notch legal and value-added services.

outward. This period has forced change, 
so undoubtedly this sector will witness 
a boost in the coming months. If you are 
behind the curve in terms of digitalization, 
you will come across problems going for-
ward, whereas the companies that have 
been on the forefront will certainly be best 
placed to adapt to the ‘forced changed’ 
that the crisis has created.

What are your strategic priorities moving for-
ward?
Our strategy is to make ourselves known 
and available to our clients so that they are 
aware of our presence and dedication to 
being at the forefront of this technological 
and digitally dependent future. Whether 
through the use of things such as the Al 
Tamimi app or finding diverse means of 
improving efficiency in communication, 
it is the willingness and determination to 
move forward that lies at the core of pro-
viding the best and most client-friendly 
services. Our key priorities are keeping 
communications open between ourselves 
and clients, adapting to our clients’ needs, 
and modernizing our own internal systems 
to best provide legal and value-added ser-
vices. Businesses must be prepared for the 
next steps without focusing on uncertain 
predictions and use this time to prepare 
for the days ahead. ✖

How is Al-Tamimi being agile in this period 
and leveraging new opportunities?
For us, the key factor is being aware of 
our clients’ needs. So, in many ways, our 
core role has not changed. We start with a 
proactive approach, maintain our aware-
ness, and respond to our clients’ needs, 
while keeping in mind the resources and 
requirements of our client. A challenge 
that we, and many service providers, now 
face is how to provide in a situation like 
COVID-19. We have to find ways to cope 
and adapt to a new way of doing business 
during this period, which will likely affect 
the way of doing business going forward 
even after the current crisis has passed. 
The top priority is constant awareness and 
contact with our clients, keeping our ears 
to the ground, and being at the forefront 
of knowing and reacting to the latest le-
gal changes, commercial trends, and eco-
nomic indicators to best serve our clients. 
We must always face challenges head on 
and adapt to whatever changes, positive 
or negative, that our clients are facing. To 
do this, we have focused on providing val-

ue-added services, news alerts, and reach-
ing out directly to individuals and business 
to ensure that they are well, and if not, 
asking how we can help. Proactive actions 
of this nature are vital in maintaining and 
growing relationships and providing a re-
source that our clients can go to for advice 
and information. Strong law firms must 
be able to adapt quickly and be the steady 
voice that assists businesses and individu-
als in critical times.

How are the needs of the clients and busi-
nesses changing?
The most noticeable aspects are that some 
requirements of businesses have com-
pletely stopped, some have been placed 
on hold for the time being, and others have 
shifted their focus to deal with the current 
social and business climate. A company 
may have decided that now is not the time 
to set up a business; however, one can still 
plan for it. After all, the current conditions 
will not last forever. The need for client 
advisory services continues to be strong. 
Given the lockdowns that have been put in 
place, businesses need to know what they 
can do within the law to address economic 
hardships and mitigate their losses in an 
effort to maintain a viable business that 
can survive the crisis. Some jurisdictions 
have issued amendments to labor laws 
that allow employers to be more flexible 
in terms of implementing mitigation pro-
cedures. Additionally, we have also seen 
higher client demand related to force ma-
jeure and government risk events and cor-
porate restructurings. 

How would you assess the progress of fintech 
companies?
Kuwait has been a great incubator for many 
fintech businesses to start and then grow 

A STEADY VOICE
in strange times

“Strong law firms must 
be able to adapt quickly 
and be the steady voice 
that assists businesses 

and individuals in critical 
times.”
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in adopting technology and educating 
people how to use it. The government 
has taken initiatives so that people can 
make appointments, consult a doctor, or 
do shopping online. This process was a 
crash course in educating the communi-
ty, connecting people, and making them 
feel that they are a part of this. As to how 
this is going to translate into the gov-
ernment supporting business, we have 
seen public entities like Kuwait Ports 
Authority automate their processes. The 
Central Bank of Kuwait recently passed 
regulation allowing banks to accept new 
clients online. I am an investor in an on-
line coding academy, and we have seen 
an increase in the number of people 
who want to learn coding and gaming, 
as well as people who want to learn how 
to start a business. The demand is there, 
the will is there, and so are the techno-
logical capabilities and infrastructure—
all it requires is more direct support and 
investments. 

What opportunities are you looking for now, 
and from an investment standpoint, how does 
this change your priorities or redefine your 
strategies?
Luckily, in February 2020, we had a fi-
nal close for our Micro VC 3.0 Fund. It 
focuses on early stage, emerging manag-
ers, and operators. We are hoping peo-
ple will realize now is the time to invest 
in early-stage private equity. It has been 
technically, statistically, and scientifi-
cally proven that the only asset class that 
realizes gains during such crisis is ear-
ly-stage VCs. After 2008, investors who 
invested early in companies like Twitter, 
Airbnb, or Uber became billionaires. We 
have already identified online banking 
technologies that will completely dis-
rupt the space. The three things I have 
invested in are edutech, fintech, and 
last-mile logistics. 

What lessons have you learned from the cur-
rent crisis, and can you tell us about TechIn-
vest’s ability to adapt and be resilient?
There is always an opportunity in ev-
ery crisis. The gift of chaos is wasted on 
those who refuse to look past the ob-
stacle. For example, the chaos forced 
everyone to adopt digitalization. Lucki-
ly, this has been in play for the past few 
years. The current crisis is validating on-
line economy, which has become more 
resilient and more of a reality than the 
brick-and-mortar retail of branded re-
gional malls. The pandemic is the final 
nail in the coffin for retail real estate; it 
has put an end to short-sighted business 
expectations. With barcodes and QR 
codes now being used by everybody, all 
parts of society are becoming automat-
ed overnight. Metaphorically, we have 
been resocialized in this period of crisis. 
We have automated and integrated into 
this virtual network of food delivery, ac-
quiring all kinds of permits and licenses 
online. Capitalizing on this momentum 
will help us get ready to be on the fore-
front of the adoption of e-commerce 
and e-government, and transition to-
ward a knowledge-based economy and 
society. 

What is your assessment of the government’s 
response to the pandemic, and what more can 
be done to support start-ups and particularly 
tech SMEs?
First, the government did a fantastic job 
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embracing CHANGE
With accelerated digitalization brought on by the COVID-19 crisis, 
TechInvest is optimistic about Kuwait’s future forays into the 
digital economy.

“Kuwaitis are 
entrepreneurial in 
nature; we are the 
original venture 
capitalists.”

How should Kuwait reopen for business to 
maximize the potential on offer?
What differentiates Kuwait and makes 
me hopeful is that all the start-ups here 
are started by people in their 20s. Ku-
waitis are entrepreneurial in nature; we 
are the original venture capitalists. The 
government needs to understand that 
the entrepreneurs who came up with 
lifesaving technologies like Talabat, Car-
riage, and Zyda are all Kuwaiti. There 
are endless possibilities if we take that 
and scale it into every single vertical. We 
should empower employees to come up 
with alternatives to the old way of doing 
things in the oil, transportation, and real 
estate sectors. My role is to keep invest-
ing in funds that plan to enter the region 
and Kuwait. I would like to see the gov-
ernment funds invest in these start-ups 
and support local talent and employ-
ment. Without investment, there will be 
no growth, and we cannot generate high 
rewards without taking high risks. ✖
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INTRO TEXT Ihicaer spelit magnimus. Lenduci-
is ne audit mi, cullabor a sitatem ea sit, officidis 
reptus. Quis entusciate et autem etur re ped qui ut 
volorem id et velictur, consectem qui as ad ut fuga. 
Bus, soloren delicimus qui ullesectecte que inihill 
atectum exceptati te cone consererum qui blatem 
volore dolorrore voluptatet la venihil escilis exer-
ate et landit placest atqui ducidita invelestrum rest 
eos comnis sinciis verionsequod ma con re od que 
vere pliqui alitini endebit, od erior a nimeni offic-
ip saestru mquodit aquiataspero voluptati suntiae 
et fuga. Nam iur re dunt expelita ducilibus sam 
reperrum se dolut quis rem harum ium et eium 
nimodior minverchit, omnimporro di dus sus dero 
mos nonsenim facepudam fugitinihit optaquae. 
Aquiscium everat. 

Ihicaer spelit magnimus. Lenduciis ne audit mi, 
cullabor a sitatem ea sit, officidis reptus. Quis en-
tusciate et autem etur re ped qui ut volorem id et 
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delicimus qui ullesectecte que inihill atectum ex-
ceptati te cone consererum qui blatem volore do-
lorrore voluptatet la venihil escilis exerate et landit 
placest atqui ducidita invelestrum rest eos comnis 
sinciis verionsequod ma con re od que vere pliqui 
alitini endebit, od erior a nimeni officip saestru 
mquodit aquiataspero voluptati suntiae et fuga. 
Nam iur re dunt expelita ducilibus sam reperrum 
se dolut quis rem harum ium et eium nimodior 
minverchit, omnimporro di dus sus dero mos non-
senim facepudam fugitinihit optaquae. Aquiscium 
everat. 

Ihicaer spelit magnimus. Lenduciis ne audit mi, 
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lorrore voluptatet la venihil escilis exerate et landit 
placest atqui ducidita invelestrum rest eos comnis 
sinciis verionsequod ma con re od que vere pliqui 
alitini endebit, od erior a nimeni officip saestru 
mquodit aquiataspero voluptati suntiae et fuga. 
Nam iur re dunt expelita ducilibus sam reperrum 
se dolut quis rem harum ium et eium nimodior 
minverchit, omnimporro di dus sus dero mos non-
senim facepudam fugitinihit optaquae. Aquiscium 
everat. 

Ihicaer spelit magnimus. Lenduciis ne audit mi, 
cullabor a sitatem ea sit, officidis reptus. Quis en-
tusciate et autem etur re ped qui ut volorem id et 
velictur, consectem qui as ad ut fuga. Bus, soloren 
delicimus qui ullesectecte que inihill atectum ex-
ceptati te cone consererum qui blatem volore do-
lorrore voluptatet la venihil escilis exerate et landit 
placest atqui ducidita invelestrum rest eos comnis 
sinciis verionsequod ma con re od que vere pliqui 
alitini endebit, od erior a nimeni officip saestru 
mquodit aquiataspero voluptati suntiae et fuga. 
Nam iur re dunt expelita ducilibus sam reperrum 
se dolut quis rem harum ium et eium nimodior 
minverchit, omnimporro di dus sus dero mos non-
senim facepudam fugitinihit optaquae. Aquiscium 
everat. 

Ihicaer spelit magnimus. Lenduciis ne audit mi, 
cullabor a sitatem ea sit, officidis reptus. Quis en-
tusciate et autem etur re ped qui ut volorem id et 
velictur, consectem qui as ad ut fuga. Bus, soloren 
delicimus qui ullesectecte que inihill atectum ex-
ceptati te cone consererum qui blatem volore do-
lorrore voluptatet la venihil escilis exerate et landit 
placest atqui ducidita invelestrum rest eos comnis 
sinciis verionsequod ma con re od que vere pliqui 
alitini endebit, od erior a nimeni officip saestru 
mquodit aquiataspero voluptati suntiae et fuga. 
Nam iur re dunt expelita ducilibus sam reperrum 
se dolut quis rem harum ium et eium nimodior 
minverchit, omnimporro. ✖

HEAD LINE
SINCTEMQUAS ESTIUNT VOLENIM 
ENDICATE PRE COMPANY NAME INSERT 
FACERSPED QUATEMPORUM IS A 
DICTATQUI REPERUPTAM ESEDIATURIA 
IUR AUDAE OCCUS ISQUAT.
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F O C U S 
Fintech & Entrepreneurship

On the other side of the coin, the traditional 
banking sector is developing and implementing 
their own solutions. Kuwait International Bank 
(KIB) is looking to lead this charge through a 
technological revolution of the customer expe-
rience. Through its digital transformation, KIB is 
placing the customer at the core and developing 
high-tech solutions with customers in mind. Per-
haps most importantly, KIB recognizes the im-
portance of establishing a well-rounded ecosys-
tem, “Collaboration between fitness and banks is 
essential in order to advance processes and bank-
ing offerings.” 

In this cooperative spirit, Commercial Bank of 
Kuwait, in February 2020, signed an MoU with 
Zain Group in which Zain Group provides cloud 
solutions and data center services for the bank’s 
headquarters—an impetus for their digitaliza-
tion. In the same month, Gulf Bank became one 
of the first in Kuwait to offer an e-KYC service.

In the Kuwait Banking Report 2019, released by 
the Central Bank of Kuwait, Gulf Bank CEO An-
toine Dahar notes, “Financial inclusion is another 
area for the banking sector to support the econo-
my, so that all segments of society have access to 
banking products and services.” Along the same 
vein of democratizing financial participation, Re-
public is using fintech, through an online crowd-
funding platform, to spur investment in startups. 
The platform is leveraging the pandemic to get 
more Kuwaitis and people throughout the region 
to invest, with eventual hopes of also hosting Mid-
dle Eastern startups. It is another example of the 
intersections between finance, technology, and 
startups.

The main barrier to Kuwait’s rise as a fintech 
ecosystem is largely attributed to its regulatory en-
vironment. Once stuck in outdated bureaucracies, 
the novel coronavirus pandemic seems to have 
shaken the Central Bank into more proactive ac-
tion. There is a widespread sentiment, including 
within the financial sector, that one silver lining to 
COVID-19 is the revitalized interest in implement-
ing the New Kuwait Vision 2035. The Central Bank 
of Kuwait’s stimulus response has been widely 
praised within Kuwait and reaffirmed by interna-
tional ratings agencies, which have maintained 
their positive outlooks for the Gulf countries. ✖

WITH A STRONG ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT 
and the will of stakeholders in the financial sector 
Kuwait is poised to use the pandemic as a spring-
board to catapult its previously sluggish fintech 
ecosystem. The first fully global fintech index cov-
ering over 230 cities across 65 countries from Fin-
dexable puts Kuwait City last out the nine included 
cities from the MENA region. With less than 4% of 
cities in the index from the MENA region, this rep-
resents a broader need for fintech ecosystems. 

The study, which was produced in partnership 
with StartupBlink, Crunchbase, and Semrush, 
distinguishes the difference between a startup 
ecosystem and a fintech ecosystem, necessitating 
a specific Global Fintech Index. Notably, there is 
an unprecedented importance of emerging mar-
kets in the fintech space - of the world’s top-100 
fintech cities, almost half are in emerging markets. 
And prominence as a traditional financial center 
is not correlated to fintech ecosystem hub status. 
Along this line, fintech ecosystems in the MENA 
region are predicted to rise the quickest. And Ku-
wait certainly has several components that make 
it a compelling hub for fintech. In late 2018, the 
Central Bank of Kuwait, following several others 
in the region, launched a regulatory sandbox for 
fintech startups. And though startup and fintech 
ecosystems are not quite the same, the two are of-
ten in a constant feedback loop. Before the central 
bank’s sandbox, Tap Payments leveraged Kuwait’s 
relatively low costs and relatively high exposure to 
e-commerce to create a platform enabling digital 
payments. Tap Payment’s growing offering is facil-
itating today’s SMEs and other fintech solutions. 
With a mastering of the Kuwaiti market, it was eas-
ier to expand regionally.

COLLABORATIVE EFFORT
KUWAIT’S FINTECH LANDSCAPE 
HAS A LONG WAY TO GO. BUT ITS 
FOUNDATIONS ARE STRONG AND 
OPPORTUNITIES ABOUND.

investing for
THE FUTURE
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to shift interest to the right industries and 
ideas.

Regarding the government’s move to support 
start-ups and SMEs, what is your assessment 
of its response, and what more can it do to sup-
port start-ups, especially in the tech sector?
SMEs are a priority for the government, 
and the government realizes how im-
portant it is to save this segment of the 
economy. We should continue focusing 
on the industries that are good for Ku-
wait, thinking bigger picture and more 
long-term. It is not about saving as many 
SMEs as we can, but about saving the 
right SMEs that will lead us in the right 
direction. And I see the intention to do 
just that. One major area where we need 
to ramp up efforts and guarantee sup-
port is in renewable energy. Oil will not 
last forever. The golden days are past us, 
and we need to diversify our energy ex-
ports and revenue streams. We need to 
get our act together and start promoting 
the many other industries in which we 
can excel. Technology will be the basis 
of everything, and we need to foster the 
knowledge and talent that will support 
growth in that area.

Touching on blockchain briefly, how is the de-
velopment of blockchain helping tech start-
ups, and has Kuwait made any progress in this 
regard?
Blockchain is an inevitable component of 
many solutions for the future. Compared 
to when we last spoke in 2019, when there 
was still a great deal of resistance and neg-
ative sentiment surrounding blockchain, 
awareness around its potential for good 
is getting stronger, more widespread, and 
more accurate. Most of the governments 
in the region, including Kuwait, are look-
ing into it and seeing how they could ap-
ply it to their systems; COVID-19 will only 
amplify this. We should be taking block-
chain seriously and see how we can lever-
age it, especially considering our fragile 
economic situation. ✖

What has been the impact of COVID-19 on 
funding start-ups in Kuwait and the region?
There is growing interest in all sorts of spe-
cific deals, whether they are early stage, 
growth, or pre-IPO. This upward trend 
could be due to people having more time 
to focus and look into these deals, as well 
as the fact that now, relative to the current 
state of public markets, private investing 
seems less risky than it did before. The 
appetite for investment in Kuwait and in 
the region is picking up and focusing on 
certain areas. In general, people are re-
structuring their portfolios, diversifying 
their assets, and trying new things. We 
have been given a great opportunity to do 
this, given the extra time we have had to 
better analyze options. Younger people 
are increasingly getting involved because 
they have been out of work, giving them 
more time and less distractions to con-
sider the options. In addition to that, they 
want to be better prepared for this type of 
situation in the future.

Which areas are people focusing on when re-
structuring their investments?
Generally, people are looking more into 
earlier-stage deals because they believe 
these companies are being built from the 
ground up for the “new normal.” In terms 
of industries they are looking at, it is an 
especially good time for fintech. Invest-
ment in fintech had previously slowed 
down but is now picking up again. People 
are looking into software enterprise solu-
tions since the shift to digital has been 
greatly accelerated; biotech, and edtech 
are also getting more attention. All those 
technologies that were losing steam just 
before the pandemic are now picking up 
again. I still see interest in stock markets, 
though it varies from investor to investor 
and market to market. There is a great 
deal of uncertainty, but uncertainty is 
something we are used to in VC private 
investing. For us, it is not something new 
that we have had to adjust to; rather, we 
are re-evaluating this new environment 
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investing for
THE FUTURE

Despite the global economic woes brought on by the pandemic, 
Republic ha sseen increased interest from investors looking toward 
the future.

“There is a great deal 
of uncertainty, but 
uncertainty is something 
we are used to in VC 
private investing.”
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While Deliveroo’s services were 
tailor-made for the challenges 
presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is still working 
hard to help restaurants rise 
to the challenges presented by 
lockdowns.

the traditional way of delivering meals 
that are ready to eat, to delivering do-it-
yourself boxes where customers can or-
der earlier and do a little basic cooking to 
prep the meal later, we have seen a great 
deal of adaptation and innovation. There 
is demand for us because people want to 
feel safe ordering food through delivery.

How has the impact of increased digitaliza-
tion validated Deliveroo’s strategy?
We will continue to deliver people’s fa-
vorite food to their doorsteps. That will 
be our strategy, when we shift away from 
the things that we had to adjust to for 
this period. Our strategy in the interim 
is definitely about how we help restau-
rants as much as possible. In Kuwait in 
particular, penetration of delivery apps 
is fairly deep compared to many other 
markets.

As countries across Europe and Asia are look-
ing at life post-lockdown, what government re-
sponse are you seeking in terms of how Kuwait 
will reopen?
In Kuwait, the government has done a 
great job maintaining supply chains of 
food to ensure there are enough supplies 
of the essentials that customers need. We 
want to be able to work with the govern-
ment, continue to provide our service 
to the people of Kuwait, and play a part 
in keeping the city healthy and moving 
through this period. Data is extremely 
important to us. Getting the right infor-
mation so we can adapt our business to 
those decisions led by health concerns 
and safety is essential, so we have enough 
time to react and make the necessary 
changes to protect the public. I have been 
pushing for increasing the scope of deliv-
ery and allowing more delivery compa-
nies to operate because I firmly believe 
that delivery reduces the risk of the virus 
spreading. It will avoid congregation and 
allow people to comfortably stay at home. 
I am very much a proponent of more de-
livery—not less—going forward. ✖

Could you elaborate on the challenges and op-
portunities presented to Deliveroo as a result 
of COVID-19?
The challenges are twofold, coming from 
both a regulatory and health perspec-
tive. Knowing that decisions led by the 
Ministry of Health around the lockdown 
are being taken because it is in the best 
interest of the country has been chal-
lenging, one we have had to adapt to. 
The next challenge is more internal: re-
acting operationally to the virus, making 
sure, as ever, we are being safe when it 
comes to our riders, for example, by con-
ducting temperature checks, making 
sure we provide them with protective 
equipment, and so on. From a product 
side, it is all about safety: the main ini-
tiative around this globally has been our 
contact-free delivery, which allows cus-
tomers to select contact-free delivery. 
We have also been working closely with 
restaurants so we share information with 
them about how to remain safe and op-
erate. This means what they need to do 
to make sure they minimize risks and 
protect both their staff and our riders. In 
terms of opportunities, this moment has 
served to really demonstrate why we are 
an important function and service to ev-
ery country we operate in. We consider 
ourselves an essential service at this pe-
riod of time, as we deliver food to people 
who are at risk and those who do not want 
to go outside or visit a grocery store, and 
so on.

Are there any lessons to be learned from this 
period, and how has the current pandemic im-
pacted demand for your product?
There have been many lessons reinforced 
around how we deal with our partners 
and remain transparent, as well as about 
how much our customers appreciate our 
consistent openness and honesty during 
uncertain times. There is demand, and we 
have seen a great deal of creativity from 
the restaurant side to ensure we can ser-
vice the demand in different ways. From 

cleaned, sealed,
DELIVERED

“In terms of 
opportunities, this 
moment has served to 
really demonstrate why 
we are an important 
function and service 
to every country we 
operate in.”
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What role has the Kuwaiti royal family taken on 
during this time of national unity with regards to 
charity work?
My mother, Sheikha Amthal Al Ahmad 
Al Jaber Al Sabah, who is the chairperson 
of the Volunteer Work Centre, has been 
working from day one during this pan-
demic. She, with her volunteers, have been 
like butterflies—going from place to place 
just to try to help in any way. They start-
ed with building the country’s quarantine 
facilities from scratch. Then, they started 
working with vegetable markets to do de-
liveries for those in need in lockdown ar-
eas. She is my role model. She is the one 
who encourages me to do charitable work. 
I also have cousins working on the front-
lines as doctors and policemen, all work-
ing together. Royals and non-royals here 
all work together to serve our community.

Looking ahead, how would you like raise aware-
ness for mental health after the pandemic is 
over and Kuwait reopens?
COVID-19 has been a wakeup call for 
us. We need to do more. The situation of 
having everything virtually really helped 
us—we can get to messages quicker, more 
directly. Now, we can have conferences 
online and can spread awareness even 
more. We just started doing videos with 
Coronacare.kw for expats in Kuwait in 
different languages to help them be more 
aware of how to better care for their men-
tal health. We still have a great deal to do; 
we do not have a hotline, for instance. We 
also need to talk about behavioral issues. 
We have to rethink our behavior; we have 
to embed messages in our daily lives. We 
even have to embed messages in school, 
as we do not have enough awareness in 
schools in regards to mental wellness. We 
must add subjects on mental health. Our 
national media is not doing enough, and 
I am considering approaching them and 
trying to do something in terms of radio 
and TV. Our future work depends on mak-
ing sure that we all work together: mental 
health activists, physicians, everyone. ✖

How has COVID-19 provided an opportunity to 
raise awareness about the ASAP initiative?
There are still many people who do not 
believe in mental health or mental well-
ness. They still think it comes naturally 
and that you only need to have faith and 
trust in spirituality. Because of the mental 
stress brought about by COVID-19, people 
are now thinking about how to take care of 
their mental well-being. That is one thing 
I am grateful for. COVID-19 has made us 
take a small step forward and helped us 
advocate for awareness around mental 
health.

How has the ASAP Initiative helped people deal 
with the pressures around mental health in this 
period?
First, we started with our social media plat-
forms. We try to have at least two messages 
a day, and their contents vary in regard to 
their messages around multiple mental 
health aspects. That gave us a great deal 
of recognition. After a few weeks, I was 
approached by the National Counselling 
Program for COVID-19, which is a virtual, 
interactive platform that aims to provide 
free mental health tips and counselling 
from specialists for frontline workers and 
those staying at home. In addition, we 
opened virtual support groups that were 
held before COVID-19, though on a small-
er scale. Now, people from all around the 
Arab world are participating in these sup-
port groups, which are held twice a week. 
On top of this, the ASAP Initiative provides 
professional specialists with psychiatric 
backgrounds to help people through the 
pandemic.

BIO 

Sheikha Majda al Sabah is a beauty 
industry entrepreneur and philanthropist 
whose business grew from a home 
beauty service into a beauty salon and 
diversified into a standalone product 
line. Her passion for women’s ability 
to take care of themselves has led her 
to champion talking openly about the 
burdens that most women face in their 
lives and their inability to ask for more 
help, especially in times of mental 
stress. She strongly believes in self-care 
and that beauty starts with a clear and 
peaceful mind. She has dedicated a 
percentage of ASAP brand’s sales to the 
creation of the ASAP Initiative, which 
has been solely dedicated to promoting 
mental health and wellness since 2017.

MINDING our health

Though the COVID-19 pandemic 
has greatly impacted mental 
wellness, it has also created 
greater awareness around 
these once-taboo topics, a boon 
for ASAP Beauty’s initiative to 
promote well-being. 

“Because of the mental 
stress brought about 
by COVID-19, people 

are now thinking about 
how to take care of their 

mental well-being.”
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