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Carmakers navigating 
the costly transition to 
battery storage systems
DETROIT: Carmakers and battery companies facing 
a weak US market for electric vehicles are scrambling 
to repurpose battery factories to make energy-storage 
systems to fuel AI’s thirst for power instead. But con-
verting plants to new types of batteries won’t be easy, 
nor will the demand for energy storage materialize fast 
enough to absorb a glut of unused factory space for 
EV batteries.

The expected surge in demand for electricity and 
energy storage comes at an opportune time for auto-
makers like General Motors and Ford Motor and their 
battery suppliers—Asian manufacturers that include 
Japan’s Panasonic Holdings 6752.T, and South Korea’s 
Samsung SDI and LG Energy Solution. These compa-
nies over the past decade spent or earmarked more 
than $100 billion toward battery factories to feed a US 
electric-vehicle market that has been decimated by the 
Trump administration’s pro-fossil-fuel policies.

Stationary storage systems use lithium-ion battery 
cells – similar to those in EVs – that store power often 
generated by renewable sources like solar and wind, 
and release it during times of high demand or grid stress. 
US demand is expected to grow partly to support data 
centers and cloud computing, which draw gobs of elec-
tricity. But the predicted energy storage boom wouldn’t 
come close to offsetting the bust in demand for EV bat-
teries, a Reuters review of projected US battery-fac-
tory capacity this decade found. US demand for EVs 
already had been falling short of automakers’ original 
projections even before a $7,500 consumer tax credit 
expired September 30, sending sales down more than 
25 percent over the past six months.

Converting factories to the type of battery chem-
istry that many energy storage systems use will take 
time and yet more money, and require the companies 
to delve into a technology that today is dominated by 
China. Bob Lee, head of North America for LG Ener-
gy Solution (LGES), a battery arm of Seoul-based LG 
Group, said his company is converting three of its fac-
tories in North America to produce batteries for stor-
age systems. He expects the battery business in the 
United States to continue to struggle with excess ca-
pacity, what he calls “fallout” from the EV bust.

“Like any other industry that goes through a difficult 
period like this, I don’t think it’s going to be all rosy,” he 
said. Ford said it is spending $2 billion on a new bat-
tery-storage division over the next two years to “create 
a new, diversified and profitable revenue stream.” GM’s 
joint venture with LGES, called Ultium Cells, said last 
month it will convert an EV-battery plant in Tennessee 
to make battery cells for storage.

Demand for stationary batteries in North America 
will hit 76 gigawatt-hours this year, according to con-
sultancy Benchmark Mineral Intelligence. But the auto 
industry’s investment binge on EV battery capacity has 
left it with far more factory space than that: roughly 
275 GWh. While storage demand is expected to nearly 
double over the next five years, to 125 GWh, that still 
won’t be enough to mop up the excess capacity in-
stalled for the auto industry.

For example, LGES, which produces battery cells in 
North America at its own facilities and in joint ventures 
with General Motors, Honda and Hyundai, is converting 
factory space to be able to produce up to 50 GWh of 
batteries for storage a year by the end of this year. Still, 
that’s only about a third of the company’s overall capac-
ity in the region.

Most energy storage systems use a breed of bat-
teries called lithium iron-phosphate, or LFP, which is 
cheaper than the nickel-heavy chemistry that is pre-
dominantly used for EV batteries in North Ameri-
ca. Switching factories to LFP can take as long as 18 
months and cost several hundred million dollars, battery 
executives told Reuters. For US battery makers, pro-
ducing LFP is also complicated by China’s dominance 
of that technology and its supply chain. —Reuters

NBK wins Kuwait’s Best Retail Bank in 
Customer Service in 2025 by Service Hero

Bank honored for the 15th consecutive year
KUWAIT: In recognition of its excellence and lead-
ership in customer experience and service quality, 
as well as its commitment to prioritizing customer 
satisfaction, National Bank of Kuwait won, for the 
15th consecutive year, the award of Best Retail Bank 
in the field of Customer Service in 2025 as part of 
Service Hero consumer-driven Customer Satisfac-
tion Index.

In this light, a delegation from Service Hero Index 
visited the Bank’s headquarters to present the award, 
with the attendance of senior executives from NBK’s 
Consumer Banking Group. The award for Best Re-
tail Bank in Kuwait in Customer Service, according 
to Service Hero Index, is based on an evaluation 
done by survey participants, encompassing a set of 

sub-criteria, including trust in products, speed of 
service, product quality, value for money, company 
location, employee behavior, call center, and website, 
in addition to overall customer satisfaction.

Customer Centricity is one of NBK’s top priorities 
that it strives to achieve through diligent work and 
continuous launching of products and campaigns to 
reach maximum levels of customer satisfaction, in 
addition to customer-centered initiatives that aim to 
meet their needs all year round. NBK’s prioritization 
of customer satisfaction is evident in the deep stud-
ies it conducts prior to launching new products and 
services, as a specialized team of experts identify the 
customers’ reactions, evaluate the service quality, 
and work on enhancing it in a way that exceeds the 

customer’s expectations.
On this occasion, NBK hosted a panel discussion 

that brought together the Service Hero delegation 
of officials along with senior leaders from the Bank’s 
Consumer Banking Group, which included in-depth 
discussions about customer experience trends in 
Kuwait, especially in the banking sector, in addition 
to knowledge exchange on ways for NBK to main-
tain its customer satisfaction leadership, and pro-
viding expert insights into the key challenges and 
opportunities facing the banking sector, as well as 
merging efforts to enhance customer satisfaction 
and propel innovation in banking services.

It is worth noting that this session highlights 
NBK’s unwavering commitment to providing its cus-

tomers with the best banking experience, as seen 
in the impressive record of awards and accolades it 
holds.  Moreover, the Bank is keen to maintain this 
commitment by continuously adopting the latest 
digital solutions and customer-centric initiatives to 
ensure an exceptional banking experience.

The Service Hero Index is the only index in the 
Middle East that measures customer satisfaction, ad-
hering to the protocols of the European Society for 
Opinion and Marketing Research (ESOMAR), along 
with the principles and guidelines of the Global Or-
ganization for Self-Regulation and Ethical Practice. 
Additionally, an independent advisory board over-
sees the index to ensure neutral and objective results 
that accurately reflect consumer preferences.

Mohammed Al-Othman, Hisham Al-Nusif and Faten Abu Ghazaleh pose for a photo with the leaders of the Personal Banking Group at the National Bank of Kuwait.
Mohammed Al-Othman receives the award from Fat-
en Abu Ghazaleh.

Chinese suppliers, 
Mideast importers 
fret about war fallout
GUANGZHOU: Suppliers and buyers at a trade show 
in southern China were cautious on Wednesday as they 
weighed costs for ice cream machines, home appliances 
and cars that have risen since the start of the Middle 
East war. Chinese exporters and Middle Eastern buy-
ers at the opening day of the Canton Fair—one of the 
largest trade shows in the world—gloomily told AFP 
that the Iran war has pummeled orders and led to price 
hikes.

The fair gives foreign buyers a chance to meet face-
to-face with Chinese manufacturers and assess their 
products up close, establishing new supply agreements 
and shoring up old contacts.

But standing by a row of deep fryers and ovens, 
kitchenware company sales manager Li Jin told AFP 
that some customers in the Middle East “dare not place 
orders” while shipments still have not reached others. 
Many cargo vessels that would normally pass through 
the Strait of Hormuz en route to the Middle East have 
been floating in limbo since Tehran effectively closed 
the vital waterway in response to US and Zionist entity 
strikes on Iran that began February 28.

Washington announced its own blockade of Iranian 
ports on Sunday after peace talks with Tehran failed, 

GUANGZHOU: A robot from Huibo Robotics cleaning a desk at the 139th edition of 
the China Import and Export Fair, also known as the Canton Fair, in Guangzhou on 
April 15, 2026. -- AFP photos    

GUANGZHOU: A robot from AGIBOT walks at the 139th edition of the China Import 
and Export Fair in Guangdong.

dashing hopes for an imminent reopening of the trade 
route. Fresh orders from Middle East customers have 
dried up, said Li, whose company usually exports 20 to 
30 percent of its products to the region. “If it weren’t 
for the war, we would have had a steady stream of new 
orders coming in,” Li said.

The rising cost of raw materials has also pushed the 
company to hike prices to make up for thinner profit 
margins, she added.

Customers remain in a “wait-and-see” mode, said 
Zora Wang, a sales manager at a company selling fac-
tory machinery. “Even though they are sending out in-
quiries, their actual intent to purchase in the near term 
is not very strong,” Wang told AFP.

But Wang said many of her clients work with freight 
forwarders—third-party logistics and transportation 
agents—to use other shipping channels or overland 
routes to ensure shipments still reach them in the Mid-
dle East. Ahmad Alibasha, a Syrian general manager at 
a Chinese trading company, said Middle East custom-
ers “just don’t want to order right now”, with purchases 
from the region plummeting more than 50 percent since 
the conflict began.

“We will prefer the calm and the quiet and the safe-
ty, because more safety means more business,” Aliba-
sha told AFP, hopeful business would pick up if the war 
ends. US President Donald Trump told The New York 
Post on Tuesday a new round of talks with Tehran could 
take place in Pakistan “over the next two days”, while a 
fragile ceasefire between Washington and Tehran holds.

In the meantime, Chinese car exporters in a sleek 
showroom told AFP that the conflict has caused them 

to pivot operations to other regions, including South 
America and Africa. 

This year’s Canton Fair, which is held twice a year 
in the Chinese manufacturing hub of Guangdong prov-
ince—is featuring a record 32,000 enterprises, state 
media said Wednesday. Buyers, including those from 
the Middle East, packed into the sprawling exhibition 
center to scout new suppliers.

Abdallah Mebarkia, a Saudi Arabian business own-
er, scoured the cavernous halls for televisions, wash-
ing machines and household appliances to sell to dis-
tributors in his country. The Middle East war has had 
a “heavy impact” on his business, he told AFP, calling 
his shipment costs—now up 50 to 70 percent—a big 
“headache”.

Shipping prices have risen as vessels stay put in the 
Gulf for fear of attack if they set sail, while others take 
long and costly alternative routes to avoid the Strait of 
Hormuz. About a fifth of the world’s oil and natural gas 
normally pass through the strait, with its closure push-
ing up the price of shipping fuel.

“A lot of delays” have also been caused by the Hor-
muz blockade, Mebarkia said, with some of his goods 
still stuck in the key waterway.  Jordanian business 
owner Asad Mohammad Abbas Asaad, who was in-
specting drink dispensers and blenders at his supplier’s 
booth, bemoaned the higher shipping costs which have 
doubled the import price of a container of those goods. 
Buyers at the Canton Fair all expressed hopes that the 
war would end soon and reduce both trade turbulence 
and the wider instability in the region. “We always hope 
for peace,” Asaad said. –AFP

French luxury firms 
Hermes, Kering hit 
by disappointing sales
PARIS: Shares in the French fashion groups Kering and 
Hermes plunged Wednesday after both reported sales 
that missed analyst expectations, in part due to the 
Middle East war, which has hit business in a key region. 
At around 10:00 am, Kering stock was off 10.1 percent 
at 251.80 euros on the Paris stock exchange, while Her-
mes fell 10.5 percent to 1,601.00 euros.

Kering’s first-quarter revenues were down three 
percent at comparable currency rates, dragged down 
again by its flagship Gucci brand, where sales dropped 
eight percent. While that was an improvement from 
the 10 percent slide seen in the last quarter of 2025, 
analysts had penciled in a decline of just six to seven 
percent. The performance puts more pressure on Ker-
ing’s new chief Luca de Meo, installed last year with the 
mandate of reviving Gucci under its Georgian creative 
director Demna. De Meo is hosting a widely anticipat-

ed strategic presentation in Florence, Italy, on Thursday 
dubbed the “ReconKering”. “While the group’s trajec-
tory is clearly moving in the right direction under the 
new CEO, the recovery at Gucci is not yet showing up 
in the figures, and the timing remains uncertain,” Jean 
Danjou, an analyst at Oddo BHF, said in a research note.

Kering also warned that Middle East revenues had 
been hit by the war unleashed in late February by 

US-Zionist entity strikes on Iran, with retail revenue 
falling 11 percent in the first quarter despite growth 
in the first two months of the year. Weaker Mideast 
sales—and the loss of high-spending tourists from the 
region to Europe due to travel disruptions—hit Hermes 
as well. Its sales were down 1.4 percent at 4.1 billion 
euros ($4.8 billion), reflecting what it called a “signif-
icant” currency hit of 290 million euros as the strong 
euro made its coveted handbags and other items more 
expensive.

Excluding the currency impact, revenues were up 
5.6 percent in the quarter, below market expectations. 
Growth for leather goods—Hermes’s biggest profit 
generator by far—was 9.4 percent at constant rates, 
whereas analysts at Bernstein had expected more than 
10 percent, while ready-to-wear sales edged up just 
0.4 percent, well below Bernstein’s estimate of closer 
to five percent. The Mideast war cost Hermes “nearly 
1.5 percentage points of growth”, chief financial offi-
cer Eric du Halgouet told journalists on a conference 
call. “We have very good growth in the double digits in 
January and February, but everything stopped in March 
because our business was down 40 percent,” he said, 
adding that sales in Britain, Italy and Switzerland had 
also suffered from lost Middle Eastern clients. —AFP

This illustrative photograph shows screens display-
ing the logo of the French company Hermes in Tou-
louse on March 31, 2026. -- AFP


