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Covid-19 stalled the advancement of the global south
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The pandemic lead to a spike in the number of people living in extreme poverty*
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*Number of people living on less than $1.90 per day
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Covid-19 disruption poses severe economic challenges, 
particularly for the world’s poorest regions

Covid-19’s high rate of contagion 
caused unpredictable challenges, 
prompting governments to 
implement severe restrictions to 
contain the spread of the virus. 
This led to a sharp slowdown in 
global economic growth and trade, 
projected by the IMF to have 
contracted by -3.5% and -9.6%, 
respectively. Some of the harshest 
burdens fell on the world’s poorest 
citizens, with World Bank figures 
showing a rise in the number of 
people living in extreme poverty. 
As policymakers tentatively look 
towards the recovery phase, 
international development banks 
and agencies will have a vital role 
to play in addressing the serious 
challenges facing low-income 
economies around the world.

Poverty pandemic 

Covid-19 stats as of May 9, 2021

Number of cases: 117.5m

Number of fatalities: 2.6m

Case-fatality rate: 2.2%
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What impact has the 
pandemic had on digital 
transformation?

Can Kuwait meet long-term 
diversification ambitions?

To what extent are Kuwait’s 
overseas development 
policies shaped by 
sustainability factors? 

What are the prospects for 
economic recovery?

Will infrastructure 
development accelerate in the 
region? 

Have sufficient measures been 
implemented to reduce the 
debt pressures on developing 
economies? 

Did the government take 
sufficient action to contain the 
spread of Covid-19? 

Were effective policy measures 
taken to mitigate the economic 
challenges? 

How did Kuwait support crisis 
management efforts in less-
developed regional countries? 

How resilient was Kuwait’s 
economy at the start of the 
crisis?
 

Was Kuwait’s health system 
capable of handling a 
pandemic? 

Did Kuwait have a defined 
international development 
strategy? 

ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
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In the years leading up to the 
pandemic, Kuwait recovered 
strongly from depressed oil 
prices in 2015, seeing its credit 
risk rating remain stable while 
neighbouring GCC countries faced 
more severe headwinds. It also 
has the third-highest GDP per 
capita in the region, with many 
long-term investments aimed at 
diversifying and sustaining this 
level of development, backed by 
the third-largest sovereign wealth 
fund in the region. The country’s 
wealth reflects strong efforts to 
reform the economy to become 
more diversified, transparent 
and efficient, as evidenced 
by its substantially improved 
performance in the 2020 World 
Bank’s “Doing Business” report. 

Globally competitive

Source: Word Bank; Fitch

Kuwait’s stable, competitive economy was 
capable of withstanding external shocks
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Kuwait entered the pandemic with the third-highest GDP
per capitain the Arab world

Kuwait’s sovereign credit rating is the joint highest in the GCC
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Kuwait among the top-10 global improvers 
in 2020 World Bank “Doing Business” report

Kuwait made reforms in the following areas:

- Starting a business
- Dealing with construction permits
- Getting electricity 
- Registering property
- Getting credit
- Protecting minority investors 
- Trading across borders
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CASE STUDY: Header
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Kuwait's health care resources have kept pace with its population growth Kuwait outperformed most GCC peers in key pre-pandemic health metrics

Kuwait advancing UN SDG3: good health and well-being

Volume of health care resources in Kuwait (2018)

Young population equated to relatively small “high-risk” category
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Health expenditure 
per capita, 2018 ($)

1711.22

994.17

678.23

1716.26

1484.59

1817.34

Doctors per 1000 
people, 2018

2.646*

0.926*

2.003

2.485

2.612

2.528

Nurses and midwives 
per 1000 people, 2018

7.415

2.494*

4.197

7.263

5.476

5.727

*2015

2.04

1.74

1.47

1.25

2.24

1.38

Hospital beds 
per 1000 people, 2017

Country
Health expenditure, 

 2018 (% of GDP)

Kuwait's progress on developing 
quality health care services, 
addressing non-communicable 
chronic diseases and enhancing 
hospital capacity equates to an 
86% completion rate towards 
fully achieving SDG 3

Kuwait's National Development 
Plan links its goals of bridging 
coverage and gaps in quality 
and health seeking behaviour 
with targets set under SDG3

Numerous laws have been 
issued by the government of 
Kuwait that promote health and 
wellness, ranging from sports to 
combatting illegal drug 
trafficking and encouraging 
pyschological health

The Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Ministry of Health have partnered 
in providing comprehensive 
services (including medications 
and vaccines), reaching the most 
vulnerable in Kuwaiti society

OECD averageKuwait
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Source: World Bank

Integrated and targeted health policies strengthened 
resilience against virus outbreaks 
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The Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic 
Development (KFAED) is Kuwait’s 
national agency for the provision 
of development and humanitarian 
assistance to developing nations. 
Established in 1961 to facilitate 
the improvement of developing 
economies in the Arab and non-
Arab world, it became a self-
financing institution in 1986, 
generating revenues through 
interest payments. Its overseas 
assistance is primarily focused 
on concessional loans for 
infrastructure projects, as well as 
providing feasibility studies and 
technical assistance. At home KFAED 
operates a training programme 
for engineers and channels up to 
25% of its capital to public entities 
meeting national housing needs.

Development partner

Sources: KFAED; DEVEX

CASE STUDY: Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development 
(KFAED) plays key role in international outreach

Mandate
To extend concessional loans and technical assistance to governments and institutions in over 100 countries around the world in order to 
facilitate high-priority development projects in sectors including agriculture, transportation, industry and water

Selected country projects from funding portfolio (prior to Covid-19)

32Senegal

23Oman

19Bahrain

11Mozambique

Kidira-Bakel Road Project

Jibrin-Abri Road Project

400-KV electricity transmission network

Polytechnic Agrarian Sciences Institutes 

Country Number of loans Recent project

Priorities

KFAED in numbers 

Funding examples

To provide direct loans and technical assistance to 
developing countries

To contribute to the resources and finances of development 
bodies operating at local, regional and international levels

To support development and humanitarian causes 
regionally and internationally

To provide project advisory services and feasibility studies 
to identify viable opportunities

Year of
foundation

Loans issued Total number of 
beneficiary countries

Total value of 
Kuwait Credit Bank 
bonds bought to 
support public 

housing provision

Total value 
of loans 

issued since 
inception 

Amount transferred 
to the Public 
Authority for 

Housing Welfare in 
Kuwait at the end of 

FY 2019/20

1048 107

$1.65bn
$850m $23.7bn $1.2bn

Average 
annual loan 

commitment1961
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What impact has the 
pandemic had on digital 
transformation?

Can Kuwait meet long-term 
diversification ambitions?

To what extent are Kuwait’s 
overseas development 
policies shaped by 
sustainability factors? 

What are the prospects for 
economic recovery?

Will infrastructure 
development accelerate in the 
region? 

Have sufficient measures been 
implemented to reduce the 
debt pressures on developing 
economies? 

Did the government take 
sufficient action to contain the 
spread of Covid-19? 

Were effective policy measures 
taken to mitigate the economic 
challenges? 

How did Kuwait support crisis 
management efforts in less-
developed regional countries? 

Kuwait entered the pandemic 
with a prosperous and 
diversifying economy

Kuwait had a well-resourced 
health care system and low risk 
factors among the population 

International development 
strategy was supported 
by concessional loans and 
technical assistance 

ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
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Source: Our World in Data

Kuwait enacts wide-ranging measures to contain  
the spread of Covid-19 within its borders

MARCH 1

MARCH 13

The Ministry of Health reports the first four imported Covid-19 cases in Kuwait
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Kuwait’s pandemic response has been the most stringent in the region
UAEKSAQatarOmanBahrainKuwait 

OXFORD COVID-19 GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TRACKER (OXCGRT)* AT MONTHLY INTERVALS 
*The OxCGRT creates a Stringency Index by collating data on common policy responses that governments have taken to respond to the pandemic on 18 indicators such as school closures and travel restrictions.

FEBRUARY 24

Closure of schools, universities, wedding halls, cinemas and other
non-essential businesses

Kuwait suspends travel to and from the country, except cargo flights; 
closes government o�ces, public parks and appeals for worshippers 
to pray at home

MAY 10

Complete lockdown for three weeks. Only grocey stores and essential 
services are allowed to open. People can go out to walk within residential 
areas between 4.30pm and 6.30pm daily, wearing face masks
JULY 9

Lift of lockdown restrictions in Mahboula and Jleeb Al Shuyoukh

AUGUST 30

Next phase of easing of Covid-19 restrictions starts. Curfew is removed 
but some activities remain prohibited including restrictions on mass gatherings

MARCH 1

DECEMBER 1

Kuwaiti authorities maintain some Covid-19 restrictions: public and 
private-sector workplaces are operating at 50% capacity, large gatherings 
remain prohibited, protective face covering must be worn in public

DECEMBER 21

Suspension of commercial flights and land and sea borders closed until 
January 1

MARCH 4

5pm-5am nationwide curfew implemented for a period of one month

FEBRUARY 22

The authorities again close the country's land and sea borders. Authorised 
travellers such as Kuwaiti citizens relatives, diplomats or medical sta� 
are required to quarantine upon entering Kuwait. Commercial flights to 
and from the UK remain suspended indefinitely

Timeline of containment measures

Kuwait

Qatar

Oman

Bahrain

KSA

UAE

70.51

66.67

64.53

60.97

60.3

53.1

Average Stringency Index score,
March 2020-March 2021
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Sources: IMF; Our World in Data

Kuwait’s health care response moves into vaccine 
phase backed by strong testing capacity

Within two weeks of Kuwait’s first 
Covid-19 cases being confirmed 
on February 24, 2020, measures 
to suspend all commercial travel 
came into effect, in-school 
instruction was suspended, and 
curfews were enacted soon 
after. These proactive measures 
bought time for Kuwait to scale 
up testing and treatment capacity 
and ensure that the health 
system was not overburdened. 
By the end of the year Kuwait 
had begun to implement is free 
vaccination programme, targeting 
medical frontliners and vulnerable 
residents first. In mid-February 
2021 policymakers indicated 
that the entire population could 
be vaccinated by the end of the 
second quarter if global supplies 
were maintained.

Prevention and cure
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Kuwait's Covid-19 testing regime stays apace with the virus

Kuwait's Covid-19 testing regime stays apace with the virus

August 1, 2020 - present
Mandatory testing for foreign arrivals

May 16, 2020
First drive-through testing centre

Smoothed daily new Covid-19 tests per 000

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Mar 8, 2021

Feb 15, 2021

% OF THE POPULATION RECEIVING AT LEAST ONE VACCINE DOSE

Early procurements enable steady progress 
for Kuwait's free vaccination campaign

Pfizer

1

Moderna

1.7

Oxford-AstraZeneca

3

Number of doses procured (m)
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Forex reserves reach record high in December 2020 despite pandemic and oil price challenges
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Source: CEIC; theglobaleconomy.com; countryeconomy.com

Just over a month after its 
first confirmed Covid-19 case, 
the Cabinet of Kuwait began 
to implement a number of 
monetary and fiscal policies 
to support affected industries 
and households, as well as to 
stabilise the macroeconomic 
environment. Its ability to run 
fiscal deficits in response to such 
an unprecedented crisis was 
enabled by the Kuwait Investment 
Authority’s General Reserve Fund 
(GRF), which provided resources 
to not only mitigate the effects 
of depressed oil prices but also 
to ramp up targeted spending to 
address the health and economic 
crisis. Rising oil prices in the first 
quarter should partially address 
deficit concerns in 2021.

Targetted response

Kuwait taps reserve fund and enacts wide-ranging 
measures to address challenges

Kuwait’s taps GRF to offset Covid-19 
response and lower revenues

Deficit (% of GDP)

2020* -0.0700

2019 -0.0538

2018 -0.0905

2017 -0.0627

2016 -0.0030

2015 -0.0559
*estimate

MILESTONES  Key fiscal and monetary policy responses

February 24, 2020 
First confirmed Covid-19 case

Monetary and banking measures

• Government budget increase of KD500m 

• Discount rate reduction to 1.5% 

• Repo rates reduced to 1%, 1.25% and 1.75% 

• Capital adequacy ratio lowered from 13% to 
10.5% 

• Risk weight for SMEs lowered from 75% to 25% 

• Financing limits increased from 90% to 100% 

• Moratorium on bank loans

Local business support measures:

• Postponing or exempting certain taxes, fees, dues and 
contributions from private sector in affected industries

Citizen and resident support measures:

• Chapter Five Social Security salary support

• Easing of retirement pension withdrawals

• Establishing mechanism for securing minimum income

• Maintaining price stability for necessities (food, medical 
commodities, etc)

March 31, 2020 
Cabinet approves raft of 
response measures

April 1, 2020 
Higher Steering Committee for 
Economic Stimulus formed
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Source: KFAED

As the Covid-19 pandemic reshaped 
humanitarian priorities worldwide, 
KFAED adapted their model of 
loans, grants, technical assistance 
and aid to support partners in 
countries that were struggling to 
respond effectively to the virus. 
Syrian refugees dispersed across 
the Levant region and beyond were 
a particular area of focus, with 
numerous grants disbursed in an 
effort to alleviate their suffering. 
KFAED also took part in regional 
and international initiatives and 
meetings throughout 2020 via video 
and online channels, with the aim 
of empowering recipient-countries 
and institutions to concentrate 
their resources on countering 
the fallout of the pandemic and 
planning for the recovery.

Humanitarian effortsKFAED aid to regional partners

Lebanon
• Provided respiratory devices and treatment 

equipment to several hospitals in Beirut 

• Signed an agreement with the Kuwait Red 
Crescent Society to provide the following to 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon:

• support to the Loaf of Bread project 
for 10 months

• medically equipped vehicle for blood 
transfusions

• 10 ambulance vehicles
• food parcels 
• hygiene parcels (cleaning supplies 

and sanitiser)
• medicines for chronic illness patients

• Signed an agreement with the Children’s 
Cancer Centre to provide comprehensive 
care and treatment to patients 

• Total of $5.7m disbursed in Lebanon 
through the Syrian Refugees Grant

Jordan
• Inked a deal with the King Hussein Cancer 

Centre to treat Syrian refugee patients

• $14bn disbursed through the Syrian 
Refugees Grant

Uzbekistan
• Allocated $5.6m to the national pandemic 

response

KFAED participated in 
the multilateral  
Debt Service 

Suspension Initiative, 
rescheduling significant 

amounts of debt 
service payments 

until June 2021 

Palestine
• KFAED committed $11m to aid the 

Palestinian pandemic response 

• Provided medical supplies and respiratory 
equipment

• Worked in partnership with Al Aqsa Fund

CASE STUDY: KFAED provided assistance to 
developing countries in their fight against Covid-19



Local development initiatives
KFAED provided a $100m grant that went towards a 

range of public health measures. These included: 

KFAED's support to the domestic pandemic response

Remedying medical 
equipment shortages

Creating emergency 
field hospitals for 
Covid-19 patients

Making hospitals 
ready to treat 

Covid-19 patients

Establishing quarantine 
facilities for health care 
personnel, patients and 
travellers returning from 
abroad

Half of the grant was allocated to the Cabinet-formed fund, a 
temporary reserve established to receive financial contributions 

from companies, institutions and individuals.
The other half was allocated to the Ministry of Health to be used at 

its discretion

700 engineers have graduated from 
the programme since 2003

Aims to qualify 60 engineers 
annually to work in the 
post-pandemic private sector

Participates in Be Among the 
Excellent campaign, which aims to 
encourage high school students to 
excel in their studies 

Campaign aims to raise students' 
awareness on the importance of joint 
cooperation by rewarding them with 
trips to fund-recipient countries 
when travel restrictions allow 

KFAED operates a training programme that quali-
fies Kuwait civil and architectural engineers to 
work in the private sector

Kuwait May 202113 OBG Covid-19 Response Report

RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESPONSERESILIENCE

Although its mandate is primarily 
focused on overseas development, 
KFAED allocated significant capital 
to boosting Kuwait’s medical 
response to the pandemic. Thanks 
to a KFAED grant equivalent to 
$100m, Kuwait was able to procure 
much-needed equipment and 
scale up treatment capacity and 
capabilities to avoid the health 
system being overwhelmed as the 
pandemic took hold. 

KFAED’s Covid-19 grant built on its 
legacy of domestic support efforts, 
which since 2003 have included 
the transfer of around 25% of its 
net annual profits to the Public 
Authority for Housing Welfare, as 
well as training programmes and 
educational initiatives.

Local responsibility 

Source: KFAED

CASE STUDY: KFAED allocates significant funds 
to addressing challenges at home



Kuwait14 OBG Covid-19 Response Report May 2021

What impact has the 
pandemic had on digital 
transformation?

Can Kuwait meet long-term 
diversification ambitions?

To what extent are Kuwait’s 
overseas development 
policies shaped by 
sustainability factors? 

What are the prospects for 
economic recovery?

Will infrastructure 
development accelerate in the 
region? 

Have sufficient measures been 
implemented to reduce the 
debt pressures on developing 
economies? 

Kuwait quickly scaled up 
testing and treatment capacity 
and approved a free vaccine 
programme 

Wide-ranging fiscal and 
monetary policies were enacted 
and forex reserves remained 
healthy

Kuwait funded projects to help 
Syrian refugees in the region 
cope with the crisis 

Kuwait entered the pandemic 
with a prosperous and 
diversifying economy

Kuwait had a well-resourced 
health care system and low risk 
factors among the population 

International development 
strategy was supported 
by concessional loans and 
technical assistance 

ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
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Source: IMF

Emerging and developing economies projected to 
recover beyond pre-pandemic growth levels 

Although emerging and developing 
regions suffered severe economic 
contractions in 2020, the IMF 
is projecting all these regions 
will accelerate beyond pre-crisis 
growth levels in 2021, albeit from 
a relatively low base given the 
disruption of the past year. Africa, 
MENA and Central Asia should see 
growth continue to accelerate in 
2022, helped in part by a recovery 
in commodity prices as global 
demand picks up. 

Nevertheless, these gains remain 
fragile and strong support is 
required from global development 
partners to help strengthen the 
resilience of the world’s most 
vulnerable economies and ensure 
the recovery is sustainable.

Cautious optimism
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Positive economic recovery forecasts in the regions where KFAED operates
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Infrastructure development could help to kick-start 
the economic recovery across the Middle East

May 2021Sources: G20 GIHUB; Big 5 2019

Regionally resilient
Infrastructure projects will face 
headwinds in 2021, and recoveries 
will be uneven across countries 
in the region. MENA continues to 
play a central role in the China-
led Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), with Egypt, KSA, UAE, and 
Qatar all home to significant BRI 
infrastructure projects. Alongside 
transnational infrastructure 
initiatives, a range of domestic 
projects – many focusing on 
resource development, renewable 
energy, transportation and water 
– are in the pipeline for 2021/22. 
Nevertheless, with international 
investors cautious in an uncertain 
environment, more work is 
needed across the region to close 
infrastructure gaps and boost 
the prospects for a sustainable 
recovery from the pandemic.

Infrastructure constitues the second-biggest portion 
of the MENA project pipeline
Breakdown of $3.7trn construction projects pipeline in MENA (2019)
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7%
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Large-scale infrastructure projects (MTT metro 109-km rail project)

750-MW solar power plants (10 GW planned by 2030)

2020-30 annual infrastructure project financing budget

(including water projects, port facilities, railways, highways and logistics zones)

King Salman Park

NEOM economic zone

Renewable energy programme round II (in tender)

Annual additive injection into public investment fund

North Field East LNG development

Barzan greenfield gas development

COUNTRY $ bn MAJOR PROJECTS & INITIATIVES
Multi-billion dollar projects in the MENA pipeline

Many developing MENA countries will face significant 
infrastructure gaps in 2021/22

Qatar, KSA and Egypt rank in the 
top-five BRI partners by project value 
(as of 2019)
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Source: World Bank; PWC

Infrastructure financing receives boost from 
MENA governments and PPP initiatives

If infrastructure initiatives are 
to play a key role in driving the 
recovery of MENA economies, 
adequate financing must be 
found in an environment of low 
interest rates and cautious capital 
allocation. Development fund 
financing is mainly focused on 
sustainable infrastructure projects, 
while public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) and government funds cover 
a broader range of projects, albeit 
with an increasingly sustainable 
tinge. With oil revenues down 
across the region and consumption 
hit by mobility and tourism 
restrictions, the private sector is 
expected to play an increasingly 
large role in project development 
in tandem with government and 
development bank partners.

Project financing
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Key MENA government initiatives on PPP and infrastructure

Egypt 2020 – MENA's first US dollar sovereign green bond issuance to fund green public 
investment infrastructure projects ($750m, five-year issue)

Kuwait 2020 – Relaunch of suspended projects, such as Az Zour North 2 and 3 IWPP

Oman 2020 – Commencement of new Public Authority for Privatisation and Partnership

Qatar 2020 – New PPP law aimed at facilitating private investment across sectors

UAE - Abu Dhabi 2019 – Creation of PPP Centre of Excellence with projects announced worth $2.72bn

UAE - Dubai 2020 – Relaunch of suspended projects, such as Dubai Cardiac Centre of Excellence

Private participation in infrastructure (PPI) in MENA remains below recent peaks 

Expert opinion

The importance of private sector infrastructure funding remains 
important according to executives surveyed*

*PwC’s Middle East Capital Projects and Infrastructure Survey, 2020

2018 2020

80% 83%
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Countries that will benefit from the participation of Kuwait in the DSSI
Monthly total debt service to Kuwait as o�cial bilateral creditor country ($ thousands)

TOTAL: $24.197m

Key
features
of DSSI

Republic of Congo Chad Guinea Bissau

Yemen
4336

Burkina Faso
3346

Mali
3056

Togo
2198

Guinea
2018

Gambia
1948

Côte 
d'Ivoire
733

Saint Lucia
673

135 110 103

Cape Verde
957

Lesotho
755

Niger
1629

Tajikistan
2200

Source: World Bank

Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) helps alleviate 
fiscal pressures on the world’s poorest economies

15 countries
benefitted from 
temporary debt 

suspension from Kuwait

KFAED committed to 
reschedule $165.7m in 

debt interest and installments 
from low-income countries

Proportion of IDA borrowing countries 
at high risk of debt distress has climbed 

from 50% to 55% since the 
start of the Covid-19 crisis

Close to $5bn in debt relief 
provided to more than 

40 countries as of January 2021

Offers temporary suspension of “official 
sector” or government-to-government 
debt payments to 73 countries

Payments are not forgiven but delayed, 
with a repayment period of five years and 
a one-year grace period

No non-concessional borrowing ceilings 
imposed 

DSSI related suspensions are unlikely to 
have rating implications

Beneficiaries have to use freed-up resources 
to increase social, health or economic stimulus 
spending in response to the current crisis

DSSI gives the world’s poorest countries 
a better chance for recovery

Runs from May 2020 to June 2021
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What impact has the 
pandemic had on digital 
transformation?

Can Kuwait meet long-term 
diversification ambitions?

To what extent are Kuwait’s 
overseas development 
policies shaped by 
sustainability factors? 

Kuwait’s economy is expected 
to exceed pre-crisis growth 
levels by 2022

A variety of public and private 
funding sources are needed 
to kick-start infrastructure 
activity

Coordinated debt suspension 
measures helped developing 
economies fund their crisis 
response 

Kuwait quickly scaled up 
testing and treatment capacity 
and approved a free vaccine 
programme 

Wide-ranging fiscal and 
monetary policies were enacted 
and forex reserves remained 
healthy

Kuwait funded projects to help 
Syrian refugees in the region 
cope with the crisis 

Kuwait entered the pandemic 
with a prosperous and 
diversifying economy

Kuwait had a well-resourced 
health care system and low risk 
factors among the population 

International development 
strategy was supported 
by concessional loans and 
technical assistance 

ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
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Digital competitiveness accelerates in many emerging
MENA economies in 2020*

Kuwaiti firms pursue digital transformation as result of Covid-19

Kuwaiti firms predict permanent shifts in communication
with clients and customers

Significant minority of Kuwaiti companies plan permanent
work-from-home policies

* Progress of 140 countries in their digital ecosystem, digital mindset and overall digital competitiveness
compared by looking at absolute and accumulated change in ranks for each country between 2017 and
2019 in the Global Competitiveness Report

No respondents chose the options for
“1 day per week” and “less than 3 days per month”
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Sources: OBG Covid-19 CEO Gulf Survey 2020; European Centre for Digital Competitiveness Digital 
                    Early Riser Report 2020

With nine out of 14 MENA 
countries – including Kuwait – 
tracked by the European Centre 
for Digital Competitiveness seeing 
significantly positive improvements 
in 2020, it has become apparent 
that the Covid-19 pandemic has 
served as a catalyst for digital 
transformation across the region. 
Such changes, according to CEOs 
of Kuwaiti firms surveyed by OBG 
in 2020, impact both the flexibility 
for employees and, conversely, 
talent acquisition, as well as firm 
investments in digitalising revenue 
streams and processes. If digital 
infrastructure can keep pace with 
demand, this disruptive period of 
digitalisation should strengthen 
the long-term competitiveness of 
economies across the region.

Disruptive growth

Pandemic-induced digital acceleration spurs new 
opportunities for MENA economies
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The Covid-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the need for 
Gulf countries to accelerate 
diversification efforts in order to 
enhance resilience against future 
international crises by dispersing 
risks across a wide-range of 
productive sectors that are not 
all subject to the same market 
forces. If Kuwait is to stimulate 
a sustainable recovery from 
Covid-19, continued efforts will be 
needed to nurture non-oil growth 
engines and foster dynamism 
and job creation in the private 
sector. In addition to supporting 
developing economies overseas, 
KFAED will play a key role at home 
in upskilling the workforce in 
engineering fields and ensuring 
effective public housing provision.

98% of consumer 
goods are imported

Oil revenues 
make 80% of 
government’s 
income

90% of Kuwaitis work 
in the public sector

Expat exodus means 
population unlikely to return 
to 2019 level until 2023  
 

$780m fiscal package to 
support employment in the 
private sector through the crisis 

Release of $16.5bn for additional 
lending from local banks to SMEs 
and companies in non-oil sectorsKuwaiti business sector 

has accelerated digital 
transformation efforts in 
response to the disruption, 
strengthening long-term 
competitiveness

Non-oil GDP growth forecast 
to reach 3% in 2021, 
outpacing the wider economy

Good sovereign ratings (“AA”, “A1” and “AA-”) 
provides the option for responsible debt finance to fund 
further private sector development measures

Oil sector accounts 
for 53% of real GDP

Challenges for diversification

Opportunities to boost 
diversification after 
Covid-19

Changing times

Source: OBG; S&P Global

Pandemic disruption provides fresh impetus for 
Kuwait’s economic diversification plans 

National Development Plan (Kuwait Vision 2035)

Increase local productivity and develop 
non-oil economic sectors

Improve standards of living for citizens

Engage the private sector into 
national economic activity 

Better enable government administration

Improve residential policies to 
support development

Train and qualify national 
human resources

Support human and social 
development

Preserve the values of the 
Arab-Islamic identity

Goals

Sustainable diversified 
economy

Effective civil 
service

Sustainable living 
environment

Developed 
infrastructure

High-quality 
health care

Creative human capital

Global positioning

Pillars

Reconstruct policies 
and the decision-making 
bodies and institutions of 

the country

Provide new infrastructure, 
appropriate legislation 

and an enabling a business 
environment conducive to 

development

Restore the regional 
leadership role of 

Kuwait as a financial and 
commercial centre

Aspirations

Overlapping areas with KFAED mandate

Road to
diversification in

the post-Covid-19
period
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In what ways is the fund collaborating with other domestic 
and international agencies to ensure a coordinated 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic?
Al Bader: Since the Covid-19 outbreak was deemed a pandemic 
by the World Health Organisation in March 2020, KFAED has 
intensified its local efforts to mitigate the impacts on society. 

In this respect, and as part of its support for the government’s 
efforts to combat the pandemic, KFAED has offered a grant 
equivalent to about $95m. Half of this grant has been allocated 
to the contribution fund to combat the spread of Covid-19 in 
Kuwait. The remaining balance was allocated in consultation 
with the country’s health authorities. Internationally, KFAED 
provided a grant to Lebanon and Jordan to finance their health-
related efforts to combat the virus.

Which policies have been adopted in order to alleviate the 
rising financial pressures on developing countries due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic?
Al Bader: Taking into account the economic and health impacts 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, and to enable poorer countries to 
mobilise their own resources to confront the crisis and relieve 
financial stress on their budgets, KFAED participated in the Debt 
Service Suspension Initiative, which was approved by the G20, 
Paris Club member countries and other bilateral creditors in 

April 2020. Under this initiative KFAED postponed debt-service payments 
due between May 1, 2020 and December 31, 2020, and rescheduled 
payments over four years with a one-year grace period.

How do the principles of environmental and social sustainability 
influence the fund’s investment decisions?
Al Bader: KFAED considers the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
identified by the UN as important steps by the international community to 
address the social and environmental challenges that all countries face. 

In 2001 KFAED expanded its scope of operations to include the financing 
of health and education projects. Since then the share of these projects 
has increased significantly to reach 13% of total lending. The fund 
also renewed its commitment to contribute financing to the ongoing 
programme for the control of onchocerciasis in West Africa. 

Other projects include support for various environmental protections, 
such as energy projects that use renewable resources such as hydro-
electric generation in order to reduce the depletion of forests, as well 
as integrated rural development projects that aim to limit migration to 
already crowded urban areas. 

KFAED also reoriented its activities in order to focus on financing 
more initiatives for clean drinking water and sanitation services, as a 
considerable number of people still lack access to such utilities worldwide.

Abdulwahab Al Bader, 
Director-General, KFAED

“

“

KFAED considers the 17 
Sustainable Development 
Goals identified by the UN 
as important steps by the 
international community 
to address the social and 

environmental challenges that 
all countries face
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Digital adoption among 
Kuwaiti businesses has been 
accelerated during the 
pandemic period

The pandemic has 
highlighted the need 
for Kuwait to accelerate 
diversification efforts 

Kuwait’s overseas 
development strategies 
will be aligned with the UN 
Sustainable Development 
Goals

Kuwait’s economy is expected 
to exceed pre-crisis growth 
levels by 2022

A variety of public and private 
funding sources are needed 
to kick-start infrastructure 
activity

Coordinated debt suspension 
measures helped developing 
economies fund their crisis 
response 

Kuwait quickly scaled up 
testing and treatment capacity 
and approved a free vaccine 
programme 

Wide-ranging fiscal and 
monetary policies were enacted 
and forex reserves remained 
healthy

Kuwait funded projects to help 
Syrian refugees in the region 
cope with the crisis 

Kuwait entered the pandemic 
with a prosperous and 
diversifying economy

Kuwait had a well-resourced 
health care system and low risk 
factors among the population 

International development 
strategy was supported 
by concessional loans and 
technical assistance 

ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
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6 Key Takeaways

May 2021

1 2 3

4 5 6Public and private sector stakeholders, including 
KFAED, will need to work closely together as the 
pandemic subsides to ensure the recovery is 
inclusive and sustainable in Kuwait, and in its global 
development partners. Continued investments will 
be needed in upskilling the workforce and 
nurturing young talent to help them take 
advantages of opportunities in the private sector.  

The disruptive environment created by 
the pandemic has helped to accelerate 
the process of digital transformation 
in Kuwait and across the region. This 
should strengthen the long-term 
competitiveness of Kuwait’s private 
sector, making businesses more agile and 
resilient against future shocks. 

The rollout of vaccination programmes 
should help to ease restrictions and 
release pent-up demand in Kuwait and 
across the region. The resulting recovery 
in commodity prices could be used to 
help finance much-needed infrastructure 
projects and diversification initiatives in 
the MENA region. 

Despite being a relatively small country, 
Kuwait punches above its weight in 
international development. Through 
KFAED, the country agreed to suspend 
over $160m in debt collections from some 
of the world’s poorest countries, as well 
as providing direct aid to Syrian refugees 
and struggling countries in the region.

The country had an advanced health 
system that was quickly able to scale 
up testing and treatment capacity. 
Combined with favourable demographics 
and stringent restrictions on mobility 
and personal interactions, Kuwait 
managed to effectively deal with the 
medical challenges of the crisis. 

Kuwait had begun making progress in 
diversifying the economy away from 
hydrocarbons in the years leading up to 
the pandemic, with growth in the non-oil 
sector outpacing GDP and strong gains 
registered in the ease of doing business. 
Backed by robust fundamentals, the 
economy was cushioned against the 
most severe impacts of the pandemic.  
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