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China has shut down 
13,000 websites 
since 2015
BEIJING: China has shut down or revoked the
licenses of 13,000 websites since 2015 for violat-
ing the country’s internet rules, state media report-
ed Sunday. The news comes as the Communist
country continues to strengthen its already tight
regulation of the internet, a move which critics say
has picked up pace since President Xi Jinping
came to power in 2012. 

Platforms have also closed nearly 10 million
internet accounts for “violating service protocol”,
the official news agency said Sunday, likely refer-
ring to social media accounts. “These moves have a
powerful deterrent effect,” Xinhua quoted Wang
Shengjun, vice chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress
(NPC), as saying.

Despite being home to the world’s largest num-
ber of internet users, a 2015 report by US think
tank Freedom House found that the country had
the most restrictive online use policies of 65
nations it studied, ranking below Iran and Syria.
This year alone, it has enacted new rules requiring
foreign tech companies to store user data inside
the country, imposed fresh content restrictions,
and made it increasingly difficult to use software
tools that allow users to circumvent censors.

Google, Facebook, Twitter and The New York
Times are all blocked in China, among countless
other foreign websites. Beijing strictly defends
what it calls “cyber sovereignty” and maintains
that its various forms of web censorship-collec-
tively known as “The Great Firewall”-are neces-
sary for protecting its national security.

Within China, websites must register with
authorities and are responsible for “ensuring the
legality of any information” posted on their plat-
forms, according to regulations in force since
2000. When their content runs afoul of authorities,
they can be shutdown or fined. 

One way to bypass the strictly controlled
domestic internet is by using a virtual private net-
work (VPN) which can allow users to access the
unfiltered global internet. But here too authorities
have cracked down.  Earlier this week, Wu
Xiangyang from the southern Guangxi Zhuang
autonomous region was sentenced to five and a
half years in prison for selling a VPN service on
Alibaba’s Taobao and other marketplaces.—AFP

Sundar Pichai promoted to chief of Google

Eric Schmidt stepping down 
as chair of Alphabet board

SAN FRANCISCO: Google’s parent company
Alphabet on Thursday announced that Eric Schmidt
will step down as chairman, remaining on the board
but shifting into a role as a technical advisor. “In
recent years, I’ve been spending a lot of my time on
science and technology issues, and philanthropy, and
I plan to expand that work,” Schmidt said in a release.

Schmidt’s stint as executive chairman is to end at a
regularly-scheduled board meeting next month,
according to Alphabet. Google founders Larry Page
and Sergey Brin recruited the proven businessman
and skilled software engineer as chief executive in
2001, bringing a mature hand to the helm of the then
three-year-old internet search company.

Schmidt, Page, and Brin were considered a power
triumvirate in control of Google. Page replaced
Schmidt as chief executive a decade later, but
Schmidt remained at the head of the board of direc-
tors. “Eric has provided us with business and engi-
neering expertise and a clear vision about the future
of technology,” Alphabet chief Page said in a release.
“Continuing his 17 years of service to the company,
he’ll now be helping us as a technical advisor on sci-
ence and technology issues.”

About two years ago, Google unveiled a surprise
corporate overhaul, forming a new parent company

dubbed Alphabet to include internet search and a
handful of independent companies. Page became
chief executive at Alphabet, a holding company for
the tech giant’s search products and “other bets” such
Waymo self-driving car unit; Nest smart home gadg-

ets, and Google Fiber internet service. 
Sundar Pichai was promoted to chief of Google,

which includes leading online video-sharing service
YouTube. Eric Schmidt went from being executive
chairman at Google to having the same role at
Alphabet. “Larry, Sergey, Sundar and I all believe that

the time is right in Alphabet’s evolution for this transi-
tion,” Schmidt said. “The Alphabet structure is work-
ing well, and Google and the Other Bets are thriving.”

Poaching people
During his tenure, Schmidt wound up at the center

of a civil suit in US federal court over an “anti-poach-
ing” agreement involving tech giants Apple, Google,
Intel and Adobe. The long-running case alleged that
major tech companies in Silicon Valley had secret
agreements not to hire each other’s employees, in a
move to keep salaries under control. The lawsuit,
which led to a $415 million settlement, alleged that the
late Apple chief Steve Jobs, Google chairman Schmidt
and other tech executives were part of the conspiracy.

Other companies in the lawsuit which reached ear-
lier settlements included eBay, Lucasfilm, Pixar and
Intuit. Schmidt served for a few years on the Apple
board of directors, but left there in 2009 as iPhone
maker’s rivalry with Android-backer Google intensi-
fied. Schmidt ranks among the world’s richest people.
A Forbes real-time tracker on Thursday pegged his
net worth at $13.8 billion, with most of that held in the
form of Alphabet shares.

Schmidt was listed as a donor and advisor to the
winning campaign by Barack Obama to become US

president in 2008. His philanthropic endeavors
include the Schmidt Family Foundation established
with his wife and focus on challenges such as climate
change and protecting the environment. Schmidt is
also known to speak out on technology issues,
expressing concerns about matters such as online
spying and barriers to the free-flow of data.—AFP
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Google VP vows 
‘vigilance’ after 
US net neutrality
rollback
GENEVA: Google’s vice president Vint Cerf voiced concern
Thursday about a US move to roll back “net neutrality”
rules for internet access, and vowed to be on the lookout for
any “serious side effects”. Cerf, considered one of the
fathers of the internet, also said he believed that the deci-
sion to overturn the rules requiring internet providers to
treat all traffic equally was not the last word in the matter.

Several lawsuits are expected to try to block the
change, and a political shift in Washington could also lead
to a reinstatement of the rules, Cerf told journalists on the
sidelines of an annual conference on internet governance
in Geneva. “I don’t know yet what is likely to happen,” he
said, “but if the neutrality rules are never reinstated, then
the speculation is that consumer interests will be harmed.”

The US Federal Communications Commission adopted
this month a proposal by its Republican-appointed chair-
man Ajit Pai to scrap rules adopted in 2015, which he said
were “heavy handed” and discouraged investment and
innovation. Critics say that without the rules, broadband
providers could change how the internet works by possi-
bly blocking or throttling services or websites for compet-
itive reasons.

Cerf said that one “extreme example” of what could
happen without the rules is an internet that resembles
“cable television, where... services vary depending upon
ability to pay.” While such a scenario was “pure specula-
tion,” he said, “in the absence of those rules in place, many
of us, including me, will be very vigilant to watch whether
there are any serious side effects.”

Cerf, who co-invented the protocols used online, also
addressed the current bitcoin bonanza, warning that the
appetite for the volatile virtual currency, whose value has
skyrocketed, “bears some similarity” to the Dutch “tulip
craze” in the 17th century. Before that bubble burst in
1637, exotic tulips were considered the ultimate luxury
accessory and status symbol, with people mortgaging
houses and selling businesses just to buy a bulb.

Cerf also cautioned that the “blockchain” technology
that underpins cryptocurrencies was not optimal in areas
where there is a very high rate of transactions. “It certainly
does not have the character of a system for keeping track
of... billions of transactions a day,” he said. “Blockchain is
not a solution to everything, and it is certainly not pixie
dust that you sprinkle on something and suddenly it causes
a miracle,” he said, though he acknowledged it is “a poten-
tially useful technology for some things.”

Notes on paper
Despite being a high-ranking Google executive, Cerf is

not as enamoured with technology as one might expect.
During Thursday’s press conference, he scribbled notes on
paper, acknowledging that “for me, this is like a plug-in

extra memory.” A few years ago, he sounded the alarm
over the danger that all the documents and images saved
on digital devices might one day become unreadable,
plunging the world into a “digital Dark Age”.

“I am still very worried about digital preservation,” he
said Thursday. Pointing to the old floppy disks full of data
in his basement, he warned that when you save information
digitally, there is no guarantee that there will be readers or
the software needed to retrieve it in the future. “I’m think-
ing in 100-year, 500-year terms here,” he said.

“If our world is increasingly manifesting in digital form,
and if we want our descendants to know something about
our world, we are going to have to figure out how to make
sure the digital information is still retrievable and under-
standable.” —AFP

GENEVA: Google vice president and co-inventor of the internet protocol Vint Cerf looks on as he speaks to
reporters on the sidelines of the annual Internet Governance Forum at the United Nations Offices in Geneva. —AFP

SpaceX launches 
10 more satellites 
for Iridium
LOS ANGELES: SpaceX on Friday blasted off a re-used
Falcon 9 rocket carrying 10 satellites into orbit, its fourth
launch toward a $3 billion upgrade to Virginia-based
Iridium’s mobile, voice and data network. The rocket,
part of which had flown on a previous Iridium launch in
June, lit up the night sky as it launched from Vandenberg
Air Force Base at 5:27 pm, just after sunset. Friday’s pay-
load, known as Iridium 4, brings to 40 the number of new
Iridium satellites now in orbit. 

A total of 81 are expected by the time the launches
are complete for the global project, known as Iridium
NEXT.  SpaceX will launch 75 of the 81 satellites.
“Iridium NEXT will replace the world’s largest commer-
cial satellite network of low-Earth orbit satellites in what
will be one of the largest ‘tech upgrades’ in history,” said
a company statement. Some of the satellites are designed
to help track ships and aircraft in real time. SpaceX did
not attempt to land the first stage of its rocket after
launch, as has become its common practice. —AFP

NICE: A picture shows the first submarine autonomous
drone called ‘iBubble’ during a diving to run some tests in
the Mediterranean sea off the coast of Nice, southern
France. —AFP

LOMPOC: The SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket launches from the Space Launch Complex 4 at Vandenberg Air
Force Base in Lompoc, California. —AFP

China jails VPN
owner for over 
five years
BEIJING: A Virtual Private Network (VPN) seller in
southern China has been sentenced to five and a half
years in prison, official media reported Wednesday,
one of the most severe sentences yet for helping
users evade the country’s “Great Firewall”. The sen-
tence comes as authorities clamp down on tools for
circumventing the severe restrictions on China’s

internet, which prevents users from visiting a large
number of sites, including Google, Twitter and
Facebook.

VPNs allow internet users to reach censored con-
tent by filtering web traffic through servers around
the world but China has cracked down on them.  Wu
Xiangyang from the south Guangxi Zhuang
autonomous region received the sentence along with
a 500,000 yuan fine, after being prosecuted by the
Guangxi Pingnan County People’s Procuratorate.

Wu “il legally profited” from setting up VPN
servers and selling software “without obtaining rele-
vant business licenses”, a news website managed by
the Supreme People’s Procuratorate-the national
prosecuting authority-reported Wednesday. Wu also

opened an online store on Taobao, the shopping plat-
form of e-commerce giant Alibaba, and a “Fangou
VPN” website to rent or sell VPN software and hard-
ware routers, reaching a sales volume of nearly
800,000 yuan, it said.

China’s Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology (MIIT) announced in January that it
would ban the use of unlicensed providers of VPN
services. In September, 26-year-old Deng Jiewei was
sentenced to nine months in jail with a 5,000 yuan
fine for selling VPN softwares from October 2015 to
2016. Tech giants Apple and Amazon, too, have moved
to limit their customers’ access to the tools in China
in what has been seen as a voluntary move to get
ahead of the impending crackdown.—AFP


