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ommitted to reducing 
its expatriate workforce 
by 10% by 2030, Kuwaiti 
officials are increasing 
costs for foreign workers 

to quell complaints from the Na-
tional Assembly and citizens that 
foreigners are straining the coun-
try’s ability to provide basic ser-
vices.

The steps, which include dou-
bling health care fees for expatriate 
workers and charging foreigners 
who wish to keep their parents in 
the country, build on actions taken 
by the ruling Sabah family to in-
crease prices that foreign residents 
and businesses pay for water and 
electricity, while leaving nationals 
exempt from increases.

The long-term New Kuwait eco-
nomic development plan, intro-
duced in January, includes a prom-
ise to reduce the ratio of foreigners 
to nationals from 70:30 to 60:40 
by 2030. The plan envisions trans-
forming Kuwait into a regional fi-
nancial and cultural hub by 2035 
and moving the small Gulf coun-
try’s national economy from its 
heavy dependence on oil revenues.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah was 
quoted as saying that the plan 
will “transform Kuwait into a fi-
nancial and trade centre, attrac-
tive to investors, where the pri-
vate sector leads the economy… 
under the umbrella of enabling  
government institutions.”

Kuwait’s development plan 

doesn’t spell out how that shift 
to a greater role for domestic pri-
vate industry would occur, which 
is key because 80% of Kuwaiti na-
tionals work in the public sector. 
Nor does the government specify 
how it would reduce the ratio of 
expatriates to Kuwaiti nationals by 
2030. In a population of 4.4 million, 
the number of Kuwaiti citizens is  
1.3 million.

The Kuwaiti government stepped 
up efforts to deport illegal immi-
grants but that hasn’t quieted the 
debate about expatriates legally 
working in the country, the major-
ity of whom are unskilled labourers 
from Asia and non-Gulf Arab coun-
tries. Those legal expatriates have 
access to generously subsidised 
health care and education.

Recent figures indicate that 
545,000 Indians comprise the larg-
est number of foreign workers in 
Kuwait after their numbers grew 
by more than 46,000 over the past 
year. Egyptian workers — the sec-
ond largest foreign workforce in the 
country — increased 1% over the 
past year to approximately 450,000 
as of March.

Foreign workers with residency 
and work visas in Kuwait have ac-
cess to subsidised health care. While 
higher-skilled Western workers pri-
marily go to private hospitals thanks 
to expansive health care packages 
offered by employers, an unskilled 
worker typically pays about $3 to 
see a doctor at a public clinic or 
hospital with his employer pay-
ing the employee’s annual health  
insurance of $165.

Members of parliament com-
plained that expatriates take ad-
vantage of the heavily subsidised 

medical care by bringing in family 
members on visitor visas for treat-
ment. MP Safaa al Hashem accused 
expatriates of “crowding our hospi-
tals and competing with us for the 
air we breathe in hospital waiting 
rooms.” She said the government 
“must impose taxes on expatriates, 
not on Kuwaitis.”

That sentiment has resonated 
among Kuwaitis who are increas-
ingly concerned about their minor-
ity status in their own country as 
the quality of basic services prom-
ised to them by their government is 
being tested.

In response, the Kuwaiti govern-

ment announced that, as of Octo-
ber, health care costs for foreign-
ers at public clinics and hospitals 
as well as many treatments and 
procedures would rise for the first 
time in two decades. The changes 
involve more than doubling costs 
for most services and fees for some 
treatments that had been free for 
foreigners with health insurance.

The government cost increase 
included several exemptions, in-
cluding children under the age of 12 
suffering from cancer, non-Kuwaiti 
wives and mothers of Kuwaiti citi-
zens, children of Kuwaiti women 
married to non-Kuwaiti husbands, 
residents of care homes and citi-
zens of the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil and Bedoons.

The Sabah regime reportedly 
stopped issuing family residence 
visas for parents and siblings of for-
eign workers while the parliament 
reviews a new health insurance 
fee list. In another effort to contain 
state costs associated with expatri-
ate workers, the government re-
cently started charging foreigners 
as much as $5,600 annually to keep 
a parent in the country.

Hashem, who is the only female 
parliamentarian in the 50-mem-
ber national assembly, has become 
known for her strident views on 
expatriates in Kuwait. In addition 
to her support for the rise in health 
care costs for foreign workers, she 
has called for a one-year halt in is-
suing driving licences to expatri-
ates and for taxing foreigners when 
they send money home.

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues for 
The Arab Weekly.
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Kuwait raises fees on expatriate workers to reduce their numbers

The government “must 
impose taxes on 
expatriates, not on 
Kuwaitis.”

MP Safaa al Hashem

Abu Dhabi 
counters oil slump 
with $10 billion 
bond sale

Lebanon passes 
disputed tax 
hikes to fund 
public sector 
pay rise 

Sudan currency 
gets boost from 
sanctions relief 

Russia, Algeria 
vow to push 
ahead with oil 
production cut

Abu Dhabi said it raised $10 bil-
lion in a rare international bond sale 
amid efforts by Gulf states to plug 
deficits caused by low oil prices.

It was the second bond sale by the 
emirate, which has the Gulf’s larg-
est sovereign wealth fund, since oil 
prices slumped in mid-2014.

Abu Dhabi’s finance depart-
ment said the bonds were issued in 
tranches maturing in five, ten and 
30 years, with interest ranging from 
2.5% to just more than 4%.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Lebanese parliament ap-
proved contentious taxes needed to 
finance a public sector pay rise and 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri warned 
the alternative was a collapse of the 
Lebanese pound in six months.

“Without taxes it would have 
been better in popular terms but 
six months later the [pound] would 
have collapsed,” Hariri said after 
the parliament session. “If we car-
ried out the (public sector salary 
law) without revenues it would be 
a disaster for the country.”

Lebanon has a debt-to-GDP ratio 
of 148%, one of the highest in the 
world, and recorded a fiscal deficit 
of $4.9 billion last year.
(Reuters)

Sudan’s currency strengthened 
to 18.5 pounds to the dollar from 
20.2 on the black market on Octo-
ber 8, the first day of business since 
the United States lifted trade sanc-
tions, raising a glimmer of hope for 
recovery in the war-torn country.

The decision to suspend 20-year 
sanctions and lift a trade embargo, 
unfreeze assets and remove finan-
cial restrictions came after a US 
assessment that Sudan had made 
progress on counterterrorism coop-
eration and on long-raging internal 
conflicts such as in Darfur.

The announcement helped push 
Sudan’s pound to its strongest level 
on the black market since at least 
July when it was sent reeling to 
around 21.5 pounds to the dollar 
after the United States postponed a 
decision on the sanctions relief.
(Reuters)

The prime ministers of Russia 
and Algeria said they wanted fur-
ther global efforts to coordinate oil 
production cuts to push up prices.

During a visit to Algiers, Russian 
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev 
said the two countries reiterated 
their commitment to last year’s 
agreement among OPEC and other 
oil producers to curb output.

He said they wanted to “pursue 
these efforts” and discuss future 
options with other oil-producing 
countries, notably better efforts to 
ensure signatories are complying.
(The Associated Press)
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Saudis amplify efforts to make vision 2030 a reality
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C
hange is happen-
ing fast in Saudi 
Arabia and at the 
centre of this 
change is the 
realisation of its 
Vision 2030 
economic and 

social reform plan. Since its 
announcement in April 2016, the 
kingdom has seen many domes-
tic policy changes and signifi-
cant milestones tied to Vision 
2030.

There have been belt-tighten-
ing initiatives and economic and 
cost-cutting measures, such as 
next January’s introduction of a 
value-added tax. The govern-
ment created the General 
Entertainment Authority and 
tasked it with organising cultural 
events such as music concerts, 
art festivals and live theatre, a 
move that would have been 
unheard of a few years ago.

Saudi Arabia also eased its 
male guardianship system and 
announced women will be 
allowed to drive starting June 
2018, bringing many new 
opportunities for Saudi 
females.

To realise the reforms, the 
kingdom set up the National 
Transformation Programme 
(NTP), the idea of Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, to overhaul the Saudi 
bureaucracy in ministries and 
government organs.

NTP’s Delivery Unit has 
brought in enthusiastic young 
Saudis willing to work hard. 
Encapsulating that group is 
Delivery Unit Senior Consultant 
Ghadah Alghunaim, a 35-year-
old, US-educated woman who is 
as capable as she is ambitious.

Alghunaim said the NTP is run 
by teams dealing with an 

allocated number of minis-
tries.

“I jump around delivery teams 
in my role as a consultant,” 
Alghunaim said, adding that she 
has a vision of cross-cutting 
initiatives between different 
ministries.

Government ministries have 
run independent to each other, 
except for security-related 
matters, making the introduc-
tion of new methods a daunting 
task.

“The culture itself was hard 
to deal with in the beginning, 
in terms of transparency and 
dealing with matters in a 
quick, effective manner,” 
Alghunaim said, “but these 
ministries are getting used to 
it and appreciated that. They 
are reaching their goals 
because they have no 
choice but to reach 
those goals.”

For example, for 
four months 
representatives 
of the ministries 
within the NTP’s 
scope met to cut 
through the 
bureaucracy. 
Alghunaim said 
introducing 
corporate 
practices tied 
to such con-
cepts as key 
performance 
indicators 
(KPIs), key 
performance 
targets (KPTs) 
and strategic 
objectives 
were fresh 
ideas to 
Saudi 
govern-
ment 
employees.

“It was an 

entirely new language, so they 
had to learn these new concepts 
from scratch to prepare them 
for the next step. Now you can 
see the shift in the mindset of 
the government employee,” she 
said.

Tapping into the kingdom’s 
youth market — nearly two-
thirds of Saudis are under the 
age of 30 — is essential to the 
kingdom’s long-term plans. 
Compared to older generations, 
the kingdom’s young people are 
better educated and have better 
access to global information.

Alghunaim said boosts to 
youth and female employment 
would be accomplished with 
policies distributed through 
ministries and would include 
incentives such as minimum 
percentage requirements for 
female employment.

“It’s going to be gradual but it 
will be guaranteed through 
policy,” she said, adding that 
many new commissions are 
being run by people, both men 
and women, in their 20s and 
30s.

The goal of diversifying the 
kingdom’s economy by 2030 is a 
feasible one, Alghunaim said, 
which began even before the 
January 2015 death of King 
Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
with a scholarship programme 
that allowed many Saudis to 
gain global experience and 
return home to benefit the 
country.

“I count myself as a product 
of that programme and now, in 
every government body, new or 
old, you will find a huge num-
ber of us on all levels, including 
the decision-making process,” 
she said.

Alghunaim said the NTP 
Delivery Unit’s biggest chal-
lenge is the time factor.

“You have so many  
deliverables to achieve in a 
short time span and, as Saudis, 
our only choice is to succeed,” 
she said.

I n t e r v i e w

Mohammed Alkhereiji The kingdom has 
seen many domestic 
policy changes 
and significant 
milestones tied to 
Vision 2030.

Ambitious plans. Delivery Unit Senior Consultant Ghadah Alghunaim.
(Courtesy of Ghadah Alghunaim)


