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		  “Thus, charity work, governmental and private/civil, travelled all over the world 		
		  via relief, developmental and productive projects, achieving by that the 
		  sublime goal adopted by the state of Kuwait since its establishment; i.e. 
		  providing assistance for all the needy people everywhere regardless of religion, 
		  origin, sex, or color.
					     -- The First Report of The State of Kuwait on Foreign 			 
	    				        Humanitarian and Development Aid, 2015, 21.

Introduction

Kuwait’s self-perception as a humanitarian and benevolent country is often at odds with public 
opinion of Muslim countries in the West, which remains focused on the financing of terrorism, 
the propagation of Islam, and other “undemocratic” political positions.3 This policy brief will 
discuss the history and rationale behind Kuwait’s emergence as a global actor in humanitarian 
relief and development assistance, and will conclude with a discussion of future challenges. As 
the lines between charity, relief, and development become increasingly blurred, this brief will 
provide an overview of Kuwait’s changing policies, highlighting the activities of select - and in 
many ways intertwined – state and civil society institutions.4 

The six countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) are among the world’s most  
generous providers of foreign assistance, yet these financial flows remain an understudied  
example of South-to-South aid. Kuwait is often analyzed along with Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates as one of the top three Arab donors that provide more than 90% of Arab 
Official Development Assistance (ODA).5   
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Yet Kuwait, which is still considered a developing country, while also ranked “very high” in the 
Human Development Index, has a unique history and foreign policy that led the 
vulnerable young state to develop the first national development fund in the region immediately 
after its independence in 1961.6 “Kuwaiti exceptionalism” has been extensively studied – 
Kuwait has free elections, a parliament, and a relatively free press, whereas other Gulf 
monarchies do not. Herb argues that the Kuwaiti National Assembly gives the citizen majority 
a voice in determining economic policy.7 More recently, Kuwait’s charitable contributions, in 
particular to Syria after 2011, led the then United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon to 
name the small Gulf country “an international humanitarian center” and His Highness the Emir 
Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah a “humanitarian leader” in 2014. Kuwait hosted three 
international humanitarian and donor pledging conferences for Syria (in 2013, 2014, and 2015), 
during which Kuwait’s total pledges reached USD 3.8 billion.8 The Islamic International 
Charitable Organization (IICO), one of Kuwait’s oldest and best established transnational 
Muslim NGOs, set up “model villages” for Syrian refugees in Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon.9 
Kuwait, however, has been heavily criticized for not opening its own borders to refugees, even 
though Syria is separated from the Gulf states by an expansive desert, and the high cost of 
living and bureaucracy do not make these countries choice destinations for refugees.10 Syria, in 
addition to Iraq and Yemen, continues to be one of the top recipients of Kuwaiti donation 
campaigns today.

Kuwait has also given considerable foreign assistance to Africa, highlighted by its hosting of the 
third Arab-African Summit in 2013 on the theme “Partners in Development and Investment.”11  
At that conference, USD 1 billion was allocated from the parastatal Kuwait Fund for Arab 
Economic Development to finance development projects in Africa for a period of five years, in 
addition to an equivalent amount of USD 1 billion to be invested in Africa by the Kuwait 
Investment Authority, the world’s oldest sovereign wealth fund. Kuwait also announced the 
Abdul-Rahman al-Sumait Award for Development Research in Africa, named after the 
legendary Kuwaiti doctor who founded Direct Aid (previously called Africa Muslims Agency) 
in 1981. Direct Aid, Kuwait’s largest non-governmental organization dedicated almost 
exclusively to working in Africa, is active in 30 African countries, and now also in Yemen. 
The annual Sumait prize of USD 1 million is “to honor individuals or institutions who help to 
advance economic and social development, human resources development and infrastructure 
on the African continent.”12 There is currently a campaign coordinated by Kuwait’s NGOs with 
support from the state to assist Yemen, Somalia, Sudan and Nigeria with drought and famine 
relief.

Nevertheless, Kuwait’s ranking as a donor country is difficult to determine. The First Report of 
The State of Kuwait on Foreign Humanitarian and Development Aid, published by the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs in 2015, states that Kuwait was ranked first among Gulf countries. However, 
it was ranked 14th out of 20 countries internationally by the British organization Global 
Development Initiatives in the 2014 report on international humanitarian aid.  
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In 2013 Kuwait’s development aid comprised 1.3% of its GDP, which exceeds the 0.7%  
recommended by the United Nations (a goal most Western donors do not reach). Kuwait thereby 
ranked first among Gulf states and second internationally in regards to the most generous  
countries to offer international humanitarian aid in 2013 as a percentage of its GDP.13   
According to Global Humanitarian Assistance, which uses United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) data, Kuwait 
is the third largest Gulf donor in absolute terms, after Saudi Arabia and the United Arab  
Emirates, when examining overall volume of humanitarian aid among Arab donors between 
2000 and 2010.14  

Unfortunately, available methods for tracking development assistance developed by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) do not always capture the sum of all Arab aid. Major Gulf donors have 
different understandings of aid and report only partial information, if they report it at all. 
Whereas the OECD only counts public aid in the country’s “official” development assistance, 
many Arab countries have a fluid understanding of public and private aid, as many 
“non-government organizations” receive some funding from the government in addition to 
private donations. Religious aid is also excluded from the OECD reporting, whereas zakat, an 
obligatory alms of 2.5% of wealth and one of the five pillars of Islam, is an important source of 
Kuwait’s domestic and international assistance.15 Barakat and Zyck include in their 
definition of “Gulf state donorship” bilateral and multilateral ODA as well as private 
contributions to foundations or zakat funds.16 They note that Gulf ruling families and 
general populations have given generously and actively to charity outside formal, 
state-controlled channels. Kuwait is not a member or an observer member of the DAC, but it 
does report its assistance data, and there is some discussion within Kuwait’s ministries of 
Kuwait joining the DAC.17 Kuwait is also a signatory of the international conventions of the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action and was committed to 
the Millennium Development Goals and now to the Sustainable Development Goals.

Humanitarianism as Foreign Policy

Humanitarianism is a source of Kuwaiti pride, and government officials as well as private  
citizens often comment that Kuwait does not have a strong army, and the country’s  
unsustainable economic dependency on oil faces many future challenges, but the one thing  
Kuwait is good at is charity. Kuwaitis are socialized into the spirit of humanitarianism and  
charitable giving at a very young age. Kuwait Awqaf Public Foundation (KAPF) is the  
independent governmental body responsible for managing registered waqf (charitable Islamic 
endowments) as well as educating the public about waqf. KAPF headquarters include a  
children’s library of interactive games and illustrated books, which regularly hosts school 
groups as young as six years old. Kuwait’s Zakat House also publishes children’s books.  
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The national textbook for Grade 12 includes a section on Kuwaiti humanitarian organizations, 
and the Ministry of Education is in the process of developing a new curriculum for a full course 
on humanitarianism to be taught in the public schools. Many Kuwaitis believe that they were 
spared from national disasters because they gave back to others, and the greatest test of Kuwaiti 
humanitarianism was the overwhelming global support favoring Kuwait during the Iraqi  
invasion of 1990-1991. 

Since the 19th century, Kuwait – strategically positioned between East and West – actively 
participated in trade between India and Africa. The small country rapidly evolved from its 
dependency on trade, pearling, and fishing to the economic boom resulting from oil discovery 
and the beginning of its export in 1946. Scholars have argued that the root of Kuwait’s 
humanitarianism lies in the country’s long history of seafaring and overseas trading 
relationships. While men were away at sea for up to six months at a time, women and children 
who remained in Kuwait assisted each other’s families.18 Dr. Abdullah Matouq al-Matouq, 
Chairman of the Board of IICO, Advisor to the Emir, and formerly the UN Secretary 
General’s Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs, wrote that “love of charitable work” is “deeply 
rooted in the Kuwaiti people.” Their “humanitarian heritage” was passed on from their 
ancestors, who also built schools, established awqaf (s. waqf), aided neighbors whose families 
were traveling for long periods of time, cared for the poor, and showed solidarity during times 
of misfortune. Charity practices significantly increased after the discovery of oil, and Kuwait 
built schools, hospitals, and wells, supported orphans, and inaugurated charitable institutions, 
helping countries in need while implying “gratitude to Allah.” In this way, al-Matouq stated, 
“charitable work converted from individual to institutional activities.”19 

However, Kuwaiti humanitarianism is also strategic. Assiri began his book on the country’s 
foreign policy by noting that state security and the ruling al-Sabah family’s stability have been 
at the forefront of Kuwait’s concerns since its inception.20 Since independence from British rule 
in 1961, the Kuwaiti government has developed a foreign policy where security was based on 
avoiding regional and inter-Arab rivalries. Assiri called Kuwait’s foreign policy “reactive” and 
“triggered by events and stimuli outside its boundaries.”21 As a migrant society, where native 
citizens trace their population to three neighboring countries, Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia 
(including the country’s 30-35% Shi‘i minority), Kuwait must play a “centrist” role to avoid 
a more “active or initiatory” foreign policy, given that its neighbors are often at odds with one 
another.22 The small Gulf country, thus, established “friendly relations with as many countries of 
the world as possible, regardless of their political inclinations. The obvious assumption is that 
more friends equal more leverage, and more leverage is a better deterrent.”23 
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From the beginning, then, Kuwait’s foreign policy was based on providing development 
assistance to other countries. As its gross national product (GNP) increased due to significant 
oil wealth, Kuwait dedicated some of these revenues to serve foreign interests and to establish 
friendly relations with as many countries as possible (this also dissuaded potentially unfriendly 
countries from acting against Kuwait).24 Kuwait was therefore the first country in the Middle 
East to establish a regional development fund, the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic 
Development, only six months after its independence on December 31, 1961. Scholars have 
referred to “dinar diplomacy,” which Assiri defined as “the power to capitalize on the financial 
might of the state for political and security purposes, i.e., to win friends and thwart enemies.”25 
This policy to considerably redistribute Kuwait’s oil wealth resulted from the Kuwait-Iraq crisis 
in 1961, when Iraq threatened to invade Kuwait one week after the country gained 
independence from British rule on June 19, declaring Kuwait to be a rightful part of Iraq. When 
this first Iraqi threat subsided by the end of 1963, Kuwait began to play “the roles of donor, 
investor, mediator and, indeed, honest broker” in inter-Arab politics.26 

Assiri argued that the 1979 Iranian revolution and the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq war, the first real 
external threat to Kuwait, which itself became a site of bombings and terrorist attacks, had a 
significant effect on national politics. Kuwait’s centrist foreign policy began to change as its 
priorities shifted to domestic and regional security. The Gulf country resumed its parliament, 
cracked down on its Shi‘i population, joined the Gulf Cooperation Council, and realigned with 
Iraq.27 Kuwait learned that if it was to survive, it needed friends, and if its goodwill helped 
others, then others would be willing to help Kuwait in return.28 This later proved true when Iraq 
did ultimately invade Kuwait in 1990 and the small country received overwhelming worldwide 
support for its struggle for freedom and sovereignty. 

Tensions with Iraq continue post-Saddam, for example with ongoing disputes over the Khor 
Abdullah canal, a maritime canal between Kuwait and Iraq, and Kuwait cautiously also watches 
the dynamics of its other large and powerful neighbors, Saudi Arabia and Iran.29 Turki points 
out that, “Kuwait was thus more than eager to use its oil revenues to strengthen not only its 
political ambitions, but also its national sovereignty, food security, and internal stability.”30 
Kuwait’s financial assistance to other countries is therefore inextricably tied to its effort to gain 
political support. This began with independence, continued during the first Gulf War when 
Kuwait was dependent upon its allies to send soldiers and military aid, and persists today in the 
form of United Nations votes. Kuwait’s “friend to all” foreign policy paid off most recently on 
June 2, 2017:  the country received 188 votes – many from its allies and the countries it assists 
– electing Kuwait to a two-year term beginning in January 2018 as a non-permanent member of 
the U.N. Security Council.31 The Kuwaiti government is also playing a mediatory role in the 
ongoing blockade on Qatar by other GCC members Saudi Arabia, U.A.E., and Bahrain, in 
addition to Egypt, that broke the first week of June 2017.32 
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The Ministry of Finance

Villanger notes that one feature of aid from the three major Arab donor countries, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and the U.A.E., is that they give most aid (around 85%) bilaterally in the form 
of low-interest concessionary loans, with a large share (about 50% of national and multilateral 
Arab aid) going to Arab countries.33 He also suggests that most Arab bilateral aid is channeled 
through Ministries of Finance, which therefore become the most important aid institutions in the 
Arab region and ones not open to public scrutiny. Indeed, The First Report of the State of 
Kuwait on Foreign Humanitarian and Development Aid (2015) lists the Ministry of Finance 
before the Kuwait Fund, Kuwait Red Crescent Society, Zakat House, and IICO, as the five 
bodies in the government or that coordinate with the government sector responsible for 
distributing relief and development aid.

	 As the Ministry of Finance oversights the State Treasury; it is considered the main 
	 government body through which Kuwait offers all relief, aid and assistance to Arab, 		
 	 Asian, African and friend countries with the aim of strengthening ties of friendship with 	
	 peoples and nations of the world to boost the Arab, Gulf and Islamic aspects of activity, 	
	 and help counter disasters and calamities striking (sic.) those countries.34 

The Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development

Much has been written about the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development (KFAED), the 
country’s first official channel to provide foreign assistance (calculated in 1997 as 
approximately one third of Kuwait’s national income) through funding development programs 
in the region. KFAED was established with an initial capital of 50 million Kuwaiti Dinars 
(approximated by McKinnon to be USD 140 million in 1961). McKinnon writes: “Kuwait is a 
tiny country, rich in oil but little else, yet the Kuwait Fund has consistently given loans 
averaging an annual equivalent of 4 per cent or more of its gross national product (GNP).”35 
In 1997 McKinnon estimated that the Kuwait Fund’s annual disbursement of 500 million USD 
constituted almost a tenth of all bilateral aid provided by organizations outside the OECD and 
around a quarter of all aid provided by the Arab world.36 A decade later, Villanger calculated 
that the Kuwait Fund has been the largest Arab bilateral donor agency from 1961 through 2006, 
with cumulative financing operations in this period representing 17% of total Arab aid finance 
and 55% of total bilateral development finance from the three contemporary Arab donor 
countries (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, U.A.E.).37 The Kuwait Fund partnered over the years with the 
World Bank, the International Fund for Agricultural Development, the World Health 
Organization, and the United Nations Development Programme. It is a member of important 
Arab multilateral development finance institutions, international multilateral institutions, such 
as the U.N., the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO, and also a non-regional member of the 
African Development Bank.
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Robert McNamara, President of the World Bank in 1968-1981, was full of praise for the 
Kuwait Fund, with which he collaborated on many projects. In his forward to Michael 
McKinnon’s book Friends in Need, McNamara writes: 

	 When first established in 1961, the Kuwait Fund was without precedent. Here was 
	 Kuwait, a tiny country, until recently among the poorest places on earth, establishing 
	 a development fund in the year of its political independence. While welcoming its 
	 new-found prosperity it was declaring a willingness to share its future wealth with its 		
	 Arab neighbors. It was the first aid agency to be established in the developing world 
	 and in time would become the touchstone for other Arab aid agencies and the OPEC 		
	 Fund (…) The Kuwait Fund is showing us how small nations can play a constructive 
	 role in the universal effort for sustainable development.38 

In order to request a concessionary loan, a national government must first send the Kuwait 
Fund a written application and project evaluation report. The Fund might help with this report, 
sometimes by offering the country a technical assistance grant in order to finance the necessary 
feasibility study or by assisting the government with finding consultants. If the feasibility study 
makes a convincing case for the project, the Fund will then send its own team to evaluate and 
appraise the proposal and meet with relevant individuals in the applicant country. McKinnon 
notes that Fund staff are deployed on the basis on technical expertise, not regional assignments, 
as in the World Bank. The project must prioritize economic development, in addition to 
poverty alleviation, redistribution of wealth, employment opportunities, and/or improved health 
care. One third of the money lent by the Kuwait Fund in its first ten years funded agricultural 
projects; half of its expenditures were in the transportation sector.39 The Fund also evaluates 
a recipient country’s debt service ratio, offering poorer countries better concessionary terms; 
agricultural and infrastructure projects receive better terms than revenue-earning projects. The 
country’s managerial capabilities are also evaluated, as are legal ramifications.40 

The Kuwait Fund was established at a time when many recipient countries were gaining 
independence. McKinnon suggests “the Fund’s full title – the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic 
Development – is now something of a misnomer.”41 While Kuwait’s priority has always been 
the Arab world, it expanded its assistance after the adjustment in world oil prices in 1974 to 
include Africa and Asia, in addition to other countries. The October 1973 Arab-Israeli War led 
to the hike in oil prices that changed the balance of world power in favor of the Arab oil 
producing states. Increased government revenues in Kuwait led to a new law in July 1974 that 
enabled the Kuwait Fund’s reorganization to extend its operations to cover all developing 
countries and increased its capital from KD 200 million to KD 1 billion (USD 3.4 billion), 
which was doubled again in 1981 to KD 2 billion (USD 7 billion). McKinnon writes: “Altruism 
undoubtedly influenced the government’s decision to expand the Fund’s role, diplomacy – and 
the forging of new relationships – certainly did as well. But so, one suspects, did a heightened 
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sense of responsibility. The members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries had 
raised the price of oil to levels which inevitably had some impact on the economies of poorer 
nations.”42 

McKinnon compares the role of the Kuwait Fund in much of the developing world to that of the 
World Bank and the Marshall Plan in leading to the reconstruction of Europe and contributing 
to the growth of the Asian tiger economies, with the potential to help countries come out of their 
underdevelopment and reduce the number of poor countries in the 21st century.43 Due to 
mistrust of the former colonial powers, many newly independent nations in Africa and Asia 
turned to the Soviet Union for assistance, which encouraged them to become self-sufficient by 
building heavy industry, which was not ultimately successful. Once the developing countries 
built the necessary infrastructure, their needs changed to education, health care, family 
planning, and technical training, whereas the development of infrastructure continued to be a 
priority for countries ravaged by war.44 The Fund now also gives loans to projects whose 
benefits are more social than economic.  

KFAED describes its mission in its promotional material as follows: “Today, Kuwait Fund 
forms a solid bridge of friendship and solidarity between the State of Kuwait and the developing 
nations.” For Turki, however, the Fund’s goals go further than mere friendship: “The fund was 
also a political message to Arab and African countries: Kuwait would help those who 
supported Kuwaiti national security, internal stability, and independence.”45 He also suggests 
that the Fund’s interest in assisting African countries competed with the increasing influence of 
Israel after the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. Kuwait used its financial resources and foreign policy to 
support independence movements in Africa, condemn apartheid in South Africa, and gain the 
sympathy of African countries for the Palestinian cause and other vital regional concerns.46 
Turki states that KFAED and “dinar diplomacy” ultimately allowed Kuwait to gain support 
from the United Nations Security Council while establishing Kuwait “as a leader in facilitating 
cooperation, solidarity, and mutual assistance among neighboring countries.”47 

Western scholars have questioned whether Gulf aid favors Muslim countries. McKinnon argues 
that while this was initially true – with Arab nationalism perhaps a more important rationale 
than religion – this is no longer the case and the Kuwait Fund actively denies religious bias and 
has supported loans in non-aligned countries such as Angola and Zimbabwe.48 Furthermore, 
projects submitted to the Fund are usually selected by the loan-seeking government, not by 
Kuwait.49 Yet development funds can also be political in other ways. Third World politics aside, 
KFAED’s role is often compared to that of the World Bank, but without the conditions for de-
mocracy and the problematic structural adjustment programs often attached to the Bank’s loans.  
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Another difference from Western development agencies is the Kuwait Fund’s provision of 
untied loans, where recipient countries are encouraged to choose international contractors who 
offer the most competitive bids (which can benefit countries other than the loan recipient 
countries) and are not required to purchase goods or services from Kuwait. In contrast, DAC 
members often tie aid to procurement in the donor country, which is good for business in 
Europe, but raises costs for the recipient country.50 In avoiding conditionalities and “tying” of 
aid, the Kuwait Fund follows Islamic principles of charity, if not Islamic finance, which is 
rooted in the belief that assistance should be offered without “hidden agendas.”51 Yet Barakat 
and Zyck point out that while choosing to fund uncontroversial projects such as neutral 
infrastructure and technical assistance, KFAED misses an opportunity to contribute to wider 
social change in the region, such as good-governance reforms or environmental policies. 
Furthermore, Neumeyer concludes that Western aid is more focused on poor countries than 
Arab aid, with the share of Arab country aid going to least developed countries being 
roughly comparable to that of DAC countries. However, Arab countries give comparatively less 
to low-income and more to lower middle-income countries than DAC countries.52  	 

In the 1960s, the Kuwait Fund was the only such development institution in the Arab world. Its 
model was later followed by other Gulf countries: the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development (1971), 
the Saudi Fund for Development (1974), which became the largest of all Arab donors, the Iraqi 
Fund for External Development (1974), and most recently the Qatar Development Fund (2002). 
The Kuwait Fund continues to advise some of these other Gulf national funds based on its 
extensive experience worldwide. Recent KFAED figures for total number of loans, grants and 
technical assistance by region are provided below (in million KD from January 1, 1962 - March 
31, 2017):

Source: Adapted from Highlight of the Activities of the Fund, 1st January 1962 - 31th March 
2017, KFAED.  
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Kuwait Red Crescent Society

Kuwait Red Crescent Society (KRCS) was established in 1966 as a voluntary society that 
enjoys an independent status and has a separate legal entity while working as a complementary 
organization to official authorities in Kuwait in the humanitarian field. It works in accordance 
with the four Geneva conventions and the international treaties that constitute International 
Humanitarian Law. Together with the Kuwaiti government, KRCS is a main source of aid and 
assistance in times of war and natural disasters “regardless of religion, sect, gender or ethnicity 
and without consideration of intellectual or political trends.” Total assistance offered by KRCS 
between 1992-2014 reached KD 85.63 million.53  

Zakat House

Zakat House was established in 1982 as an “independent governmental body” concerned with 
the collection and distribution of zakat domestically and internationally “according to the 
development needs of society…by adopting financial and administrative systems that go in line 
with the Islamic Law (Sharia) and the Standard of Institutional Governance and Quality.” 
Supervised by the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, Zakat House has an independent 
budget and legal entity and provides an outlet for Kuwaitis and other Muslims to donate their 
2.5% or 1/40th of total savings and wealth, a religious obligation for those who meet certain 
economic criteria. Total foreign assistance offered by Zakat House between 1990-2014 was 
calculated at KD 227.8 million and given to countries suffering from natural disasters and 
emergency crises.54 

Assistance was divided into the following categories: 

Source: The First Report of the State of Kuwait on Foreign Humanitarian and Development 
Aid, 2015, 8156
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Another chart lists the following project types: Rehabilitation Projects, Productivity Projects, 
Orphanages, Health Care, Schools, Islamic Centers, Mosques, Poor Houses, and Relief 
Projects.57 Approximately 20-30% of Zakat House’s annual budget is spent on projects outside 
of Kuwait, with the majority of zakat going to those in need domestically.

International Islamic Charitable Organization

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs report includes International Islamic Charitable Organization 
(IICO) as part of their ODA. IICO was established in 1984 by an Emiri Decree by the late 
Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah as an independent multi-activity institution. As such it is 
given a different status than other charitable and development organizations in Kuwait and does 
not need to report to the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor, whereas its activities are audited. 
IICO is considered an international organization with its headquarters in Kuwait, not a Kuwaiti 
organization, although a manager informed me that 99.9% of donations come from Kuwait with 
the remainder from Qatar. IICO has at times worked through the Kuwait Joint Relief 
Committee, which was constructed as a coordination committee for the government to distribute 
relief aid to the various charity and humanitarian organizations to carry out emergency 
international work. This committee was eventually dissolved following the formation of Kuwait 
Society for Relief in 2012, a legally recognized body meant to serve as an umbrella organization 
whose board consists of members of all of Kuwait’s major charities. The Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs report states the total amount of assistance offered by IICO from 2010-2013 reached KD 
17.4 million, with a majority going to Syria, followed by Somalia, Pakistan, Turkey, Yemen, 
Burma, East Sudan, Mauritania, and other destinations.58 IICO’s 2015-2016 annual report 
declares a total budget of KD 13.15 million in 2015, down from KD 14.23 million in 2014.59 

Policy Analysis

There is currently much uncertainty in the Gulf region that could significantly impact the future 
of humanitarian assistance. The Kuwait Fund will continue to be a dominant global player, as 
the organization is no longer dependent on financing from the Kuwaiti government and since 
1982 has been self-financing from its activities and investments.60 Other humanitarian and 
development organizations, however, have begun to witness a reduction in donations. The 
decrease in the price of oil (by approximately 60%) has caused domestic tensions in Kuwait 
as the government develops new plans to decrease the country’s dependence on oil exports. 
Unpopular policies have aimed at lowering Kuwait’s annual budget and patterns of spending, 
increasing the price of gasoline by 50%, lifting tariffs on electricity and water, with the 
possibility of reducing subsidies for fuel and public utilities, and slowing the growth of 
public sector wages.61  This has also led to a vocal campaign by some members of parliament 
to impose more taxes on expat workers and reduce their benefits, including restricting access to 
health care and driving licenses.  
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The State of Kuwait has developed a five-year plan comprising the government’s “Vision 
2035,” aimed at transforming Kuwait into a financial and commercial hub that will attract 
private sector investment, raise production efficiency, reduce corruption, and provide suitable 
infrastructure and advanced legislations for a more favorable business environment.62 Targeted 
sectors include transportation, electricity, and information technology, and development projects 
of the airport, railways, metro, bridges, seaports, and desalination plants are underway or being 
further evaluated, as are discussions of how to encourage tourism.63 

There are also new electronic systems being developed by Kuwait’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor to register individuals and organizations seeking 
Kuwait’s assistance in order to create a centralized database, facilitate reporting and auditing, 
and make the transition from cash donations to electronic transfer of funds.64 Organizations 
must have government authorization to work with foreign entities and this database aims to 
protect Kuwaiti organizations from vulnerability to infiltration by terrorist organizations. This 
system, under development over the past two years, has led to a (perhaps temporary) decrease 
in the number of foreign recipients of Kuwaiti assistance, who must undergo a more rigorous 
approval and documentation process both within Kuwait as well as in their home countries. 
Furthermore, a significant increase in the allocation of funds over the past few years going to 
help Syria, Yemen and Iraq have inadvertently reduced available funds for other world regions. 

Aside from Kuwait’s imminent economic challenges and bureaucratic changes, regional 
tensions have led to questions about political stability in the Gulf region. Kuwaitis are anxiously 
waiting out the current Gulf crisis between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, the U.A.E., and Bahrain, 
where Kuwait continues to play a mediatory role. Kuwaitis remain shocked that other countries 
in the Middle East, such as Egypt, which experienced a “revolution” and coup d’état, and 
Syria, whose civil war turned half its population into refugees, are no longer pillars of stability. 
In reaction to the so-called “Arab Spring,” the Kuwaiti government has reached out to Kuwait’s 
youth (aged 14-34, who comprise approximately 70% of Kuwait’s population), including young 
women.65 A new Ministry of State for Youth Affairs was created in 2013 in order to facilitate the 
voice of the youth to be heard by the government and includes a Department of Voluntary Work, 
established to encourage youth to make a positive impact in society and provide volunteer 
opportunities with approved non-governmental organizations. Volunteering for charity is a 
recent trend among young people in the region (as well as globally) who are searching for more 
productive ways to spend their free time.66 Furthermore, Kuwaiti students who study in the 
United States and the United Kingdom are exposed to different freedoms and lifestyles, and 
some feel frustrated when they return to Kuwait, where the older generation remains in power 
and family connections continue to hold much weight in networking for employment 
opportunities. The government hopes that working with and potentially empowering the youth 
will further discourage the possible attractiveness of joining terrorist networks. 



Donations required by some of the semi-governmental organizations discussed above to carry 
out their work (KRCS, Zakat House, IICO) will likely continue to become less generous as 
regional economic and political uncertainty endures.67 Nevertheless, Kuwait will remain a 
global player, has demonstrated willingness to play by the rules set out by the United States and 
DAC, and supports regional and global peacekeeping and development efforts. As oil funds 
continue to dry up, competition among Gulf countries and organizations will turn towards more 
opportunities for collaboration with other GCC members, traditional donors, and other 
emerging donors such as China and India. Western donors can facilitate future partnerships by 
focusing on areas of common interests. 

Barakat and Zyck suggest that Gulf country reliance on trusted institutions such as Red Crescent 
societies and UNRWA “shows a desire to engage with implementing partners which are viewed 
as politically neutral and overwhelmingly concerned with humanitarian well-being or human 
security rather than with modifying gender relations, instituting new forms and patterns of 
governance or advocating in favour of democracy and human rights,” standards they themselves 
have not met.68 Kuwait, like other GCC countries, favors the sovereignty of recipient states and 
therefore provides bilateral funds directly to states, rather than to non-governmental or 
international implementing agencies. Traditional donors, on the other hand, often favor 
funding civil society organizations for capacity building. The majority of Gulf state aid funds 
projects devoid of political significance, such as infrastructure, economic development, 
education and humanitarian assistance, which ranges from donations of food, water and 
medication to the provision of ambulances and other vehicles, over technical assistance. The 
key difference between the Gulf states and Western donors has thus been characterized as 
“hardware” versus “software”, yet Barakat and Zyck caution against measuring Gulf states 
against the standards of OECD-DAC donor countries, which have themselves been criticized 
for their occasionally self-interested conditionalities and coercive relationships with fragile 
states.69 Keeping these key differences in mind will allow for more opportunities for traditional 
and emerging Gulf donors to work together going forward. 
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