R&D’s central role
in the recovery
The Energy Year talks to

Samira A. S. Omar, directorgeneral of the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research (KISR), and
Osamah A. Alsayegh, executive director of KISR’s Energy and Building
Research Center, about Covid-19’s impact on R&D investment and how
KISR is helping fight the pandemic. Independent public organisation
KISR partners with companies on advances in energy technology.

What has been the overall impact of
Covid-19 on your operations?
Samira A. S. OMAR: The crisis worldwide and
the lockdown have aﬀected the availability of
manpower, as have the business and economy of many countries, including Kuwait.
There has been increased pressure on the
medical sector. We are sorry that we have lost
more than 300 people in Kuwait, but we are
very pleased that there is a lot of recovery and
it is increasing daily.
KISR has been working continuously
since the pandemic started in March. The
lockdown extended the period of no work
until June 30, which is a long period. It has
aﬀected our research, implementation of
some projects and the use of our laboratories, which are very important in serving the
country in ﬁnding solutions and providing
services for analysis.
During the lockdown, we have had several virtual meetings with the executive directors regularly and made decisions. We
responded early to the Kuwait Foundation
for the Advancement of Sciences (KFAS) to
prepare research proposals in relation to
Covid-19. The staﬀ has worked very hard. They
proposed 42 research project ideas and 14 of
those were submitted to KFAS for funding.
It worked very well for us to continue our
R&D in short terms because KFAS requested
short-term projects that will provide solutions and support the decision making regarding quick answers and quick actions
they should take during the period to avoid
drastically aﬀecting the economy, budget
and ﬁnances. In this situation we continued
working on preparing the research and development.

“R&D is important
and Covid-19 cannot
be solved without
science, technology
and innovation.”

Samira A. S. OMAR
Director-General
KUWAIT INSTITUTE FOR
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

KISR has also been keen to make sure
that sensitive research work will continue.
For example, we have our laboratories,
our tissue culture labs and ﬁsheries, and
our products weren’t aﬀected – whether
plants, animals or other living organisms.
We continued supporting these units and
continued operations such as feeding and
hygiene control.
Have you taken any initiatives to support
the government’s ﬁght against Covid-19?
SASO: We established an urgent media
committee to communicate with the public and to have some outreach communication from our scientists to the media.
We have supported the government with
about 5,000 containers of desalinated shallow-water wells, which we produce in the
Doha area. We have a small plant there
which produces 6,000 bottles per hour and
we also have a good stock there.
We have put strict measures in place to
support the Ministry of Health, Ministry of
Interior and National Guard with supplies
of water. Likewise, we had to develop a 3D
printer to produce 1,000 face shields for the
Ministry of Public Health in collaboration
with the Society of Engineers in Kuwait. It
is an innovative approach; we allow innovation in our workshop to support problem
solving.
How has the appetite for R&D changed
among the diﬀerent institutions in Kuwait with the pandemic and the lack of
funding?
SASO: I can’t say there is a lack of funding
yet; we are still in the 2019/2020 budget,
so our budget was approved last year and
we are spending it on projects that have
been approved. But when Covid-19 came,
most of the focus was on R&D on Covid-19
health issues, which caused us to postpone
the implementation of other projects or
project ideas for the next ﬁscal year, which
starts in April and ends in March.
A lot of the projects could not spend
money as operations in the government,
manpower supply and our contractors
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were put on hold. KISR has around 200
projects annually and many are client funded, especially in the oil sector. We had to
make some necessary decisions so that we
wouldn’t aﬀect the business of important
governmental organisations, especially
in the oil sector. So, we kept some of our
staﬀ working remotely on the projects with
KOC.
We expect a 20% cut in our budget
for the next ﬁscal year, which is going to
aﬀect our recruitment, training, incentives
for researchers, facility availability, laboratory operations, business for the institute,
marketing and everything else. I have a
concern about this as R&D is important
and Covid-19 cannot be solved without
science, technology and innovation. There
is still a lot that we don’t know about this
virus.
Osamah A. ALSAYEGH: The latest World
Bank statistics said that Kuwait spends
about 0.2% of its GDP on R&D. KISR as a
governmental organisation deﬁnitely faces challenges, but we do well despite the
pandemic. On a country level, we have to
understand that more than 90% of our revenue comes from oil, and renewables still
don’t aﬀect Kuwait’s economy. We have not
even reached 1% of electricity generation
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from renewable sources, even though our
target is 15% by 2030.
Political parties support renewables;
however, we have not yet seen legislation to
support them. The government has established the Supreme Energy Committee, and
KISR as a member has put a clear strategy in
place on how to achieve the 15%.
What has KISR been focusing on lately related to the energy industry?
SASO: Our Petroleum Research Center has
almost 100 employees that work in collaboration with KPC and its subsidiaries. We are
very keen to continue this collaboration and
support them as much as possible, especially now in the crisis. Our team is still working
in remote areas on the ﬁelds and we also
provide analysis services to international
consultants that we have contracts and
agreements with.
We also implement some of our research
activities with KOC sponsored by them. In our
ﬁve-year strategic plan 2020-2025, the emphasis has been on creating petrochemical
products to support the business of KOC and

KNPC. We will continue providing services
and innovative products for them to improve
oil quality and produce petrochemicals. We
also collaborate on capacity building such as
training programmes.
The strategic plan will shift our institute
to the digital world, with a focus on areas
such as advanced technology, big data,
blockchain and AI. We are not starting from
scratch; we already have these units in the
science and technology sector. Digitalisation was also submitted to KFAS under
Covid-19 to support public health.
What opportunities are there for KISR in the
region for collaboration?
SASO: KISR is a member of many regional
and international organisations and we are
very active in this community. Many times,
we convene conferences for them in Kuwait,
but we do joint projects as well, as our mission has always been to be recognised as an
internationally acceptable R&D institution.
So KISR collaborates with many internationally reputable scientiﬁc organisations and we
have established more than 100 MoUs.

How confident are you that Kuwait will
emerge stronger from this crisis?
SASO: Investors are really being harmed
now by the virus. Their priorities will
change, and I think there will be less contribution towards R&D. For the short term,
they will put more effort into their immediate needs. The government’s new initiative to control the number of expats in Kuwait may affect businesses. I am worried
about it too, as we would like to attract
more qualified scientists.
The other issue is the Sustainable Development Goals and the National Strategic Plan, which we still have an obligation to meet. KISR has made a particularly
good contribution with the government
to initiate projects that support the seven
national strategic pillars.
OAA: Covid-19 has proven that information technology, digitisation and biotechnology are dominant forces in these
times, and I am sure that most of the research institutes will focus on these in the
future.

Enhancing Kuwait’s private sector

Kuwait’s hydrocarbons sector has traditionally been predominantly driven by public players, but over the
years the focus has shifted towards the private sector to help steer the country’s development. The dual shock
of 2020 will be a catalyst for determining the role private initiatives will play in the coming years.

Value of Kuwait’s stimulus
package to preserve privatebased employment:

USD 780 million

O

il is Kuwait’s most precious resource, contributing half of the
country’s GDP and more than
90% of government income. The government has also made sure to keep its oil
wealth within its own hands, limiting the
space given to both the private sector and
international players.
The Kuwaiti Constitution (Art. 21,
1962) presents the state as the rightful
owner of all crude oil resources, making
it responsible for ensuring their proper
exploitation to the beneﬁt of the nation.
Moreover, the production of crude is exclusively tied to the public realm, while
concessions may be granted only by law
and for a limited period (Art. 152).
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For decades, Kuwait’s oil-based economy
has been dominated by the state’s visible
hand, while the private sector has taken
a backseat, representing a minority stake
in the country’s development.
In the early 1990s, government-owned shares in major companies
accounted for more than 70% of total
market capitalisation. In addition, Kuwait’s nationalising approach has given
public ﬁrms such as KPC and its various
subsidiaries the responsibility to steer
the nation’s oil and gas industry, and
therefore assure its well-being.
REFORMS TO RATIONALISE: However, in recent years the government has
rolled out a set of reforms which aim to
rationalise Kuwait’s economy. These follow two different rationales, aligned with
Kuwait Vision 2035. Firstly, the scale of
Kuwait’s public apparatus has prompted
calls for a reduction in budget spending.
This has led to subsidy cuts and an overall

shift in employment guidelines in order
to lower the burden of public wages.
Secondly, there is a will to encourage
the private sector as an agent of change
towards a less oil-dependent Kuwait.
Free enterprises are, in a way, entrusted to become the engine for economic
diversiﬁcation and in-country employment. The ways in which these ideas are
realised in the hydrocarbons industry are
diverse.
For example, KPC’s local content
strategy expects to enhance private participation across the value chain by opening up at least 10 private-stake ventures
in the downstream sector by 2025. It also
aims to boost the share local private companies hold in KPC’s budget spending to
a minimum of 30%.
Such inclusive moves have been bolstered by the introduction of a PPP model in 2008 (Law No. 7/2008) to stipulate
public-cum-private governance. Yet, the
shortfalls and restrictive nature of this
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