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DOHA: In this Thursday Jan  6, 2011 file photo, a traditional dhow floats in the Corniche Bay of Doha, Qatar, with tall buildings of the financial district in the background. — AP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump may accuse
Qatar of sponsoring terrorism, but that did not stop the
wealthy emirate this week from lighting up the Empire State
building in the national colors of his Middle Eastern nation.
Trump-who himself once tried to acquire the Manhattan sky-
scraper-has sided with Saudi Arabia in its increasingly bitter
dispute with Qatar, but Doha has adopted a tactic long used
by its more powerful Saudi neighbor to get its own way, buy-
ing up substantial shares in the US economy as a bulwark
against shifting political sands.   

The iconic 102-story Empire State building was bathed in
the burgundy and white of Qatar Airways, the state flag carri-
er of Qatar, ostensibly to celebrate 10 years of flights into the
United States. Less obvious was the fact that almost a year
ago, the oil and gas-rich emirate purchased a 10-percent,
$622 million stake in the all-American building.

Trump once tried unsuccessfully to seize control of the
building during his heyday as a New York property mogul,
when he still owned the land that the skyscraper stands on.
Last month, Qatar stunned American Airlines with plans to
acquire a 10 percent stake in the world's largest commercial
air carrier. At the same time, it signed a $12 billion contract to
buy 36 F-15 fighter jets from Boeing: A fraction of the $110-

billion arms deal inked when Mr Trump visited Riyadh in May,
but still enough to make US business leaders sit up and listen.
"They have tentacles everywhere, they are amazing," said
Randa Slim, a scholar at the Middle East Institute.

'A listening ear' 
Qatar's greatest international asset, of course, is hosting

the forward headquarters of US Central Command on its soil,
putting the country squarely at the heart of the global US
military footprint. Doha is also home to shiny outposts of
Georgetown University and the Brookings Institution, among
Washington's most prestigious think tanks, which Qatari offi-
cials said should promote the "bright image" of Qatar to the
international media, "especially the American ones." Like
Trump, a property tycoon turned president, Qatari investors
have dived into real estate on four continents, bankrolling
and buying into major developments in Washington, Chicago
and London, where they bought a stake in Heathrow Airport.

Slim said that US concern for Qatar's Al-Udeid Air Base-
which the Americans use to stage operations in Syria,
Afghanistan, Iraq and Yemen-guaranteed that Washington
would give Qatar's position in the crisis considerable weight.
While the president Tweeted about alleged Qatari backing for

Syrian jihadists, his own Defense Department assured Qatar
of continuing US support, while the State Department
rebuked the Saudi coalition for its treatment of the country,
seen by other Gulf states as too close to Iran.

"Definitely, the White House does not seem to be on their
side but you have other powerful agencies that are standing
on their side, at least until now," Slim said. "Even if you have
groups who are arguing for a balanced position in this
administration, I don't see anyone siding with Qatar 100 per-
cent," she added. "Qatar does not have 100 percent support.
Qatar has a listening ear."

Saudi's heavyweight checkbook 
Whatever inroads Doha may have made, Saudi Arabia,

their larger and richer adversary in the crisis, retains a for-
midable position. That kingdom is the second-largest for-
eign supplier of crude oil to the United States, a long-
standing linchpin of US foreign policy and a major backer
of large US corporations.

As Trump prepared to tour the Middle East in May, Riyadh
pledged to pour $20 billion into an infrastructure fund man-
aged by the investment firm Blackstone, whose billionaire
chairman Stephen Schwarzman is a prominent Trump backer.

This came on the heels of $110 billion in arms sales as well as
billions more in deals for General Electric and Lockheed Martin.

On the campaign trail, Trump also praised Saudi investors
for buying his apartments, and he has reportedly incorporat-
ed companies in the kingdom. Meanwhile, the Qataris have
few established business links with the Trump clan if any-but
not for want of effort by the real estate mogul.

"By virtue of their relative size (both geographic and finan-
cial), Qatar will always be weaker," said Robert Blecher, acting
director of the Middle East program at the International Crisis
Group. "But not weak enough to make finances and business
deals the decisive factor in this contretemps." According to
James Jeffrey of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
under normal circumstances investments would not factor
into geopolitical considerations.

"When you have a huge strategic problem such as this, the
American position is traditionally, 'We don't care who's
bought shares,'" Jeffrey, a long serving US diplomat in the
Middle East and a former deputy national security advisor to
President George W Bush, told AFP. But he said this particular
White House may be sending the signal that business ties do
count for a great deal. "This administration has given plenty
of indications that that's the way it works," he said. — AFP 

Qatar copies Saudi's 'investment diplomacy'
Nation buying substantial US shares as political bulwark 

NEW YORK: US antitrust regulators have shown
little sympathy thus far for the plight of brick-
and-mortar retailers attempting to merge as a
way to survive, as Amazon and e-commerce roils
the world of shopping. The Federal Trade
Commission last year blocked Staples' attempt to
buy rival Office Depot, rejecting the stationary
chains' arguments that they were fighting for
survival against a growing set of competitors,
including Amazon. The FTC also balked at
Walgreens Boots Alliance' attempted $17.2 bil-
lion acquisition of rival Rite Aid, even after revi-
sions. In the end, the companies on Thursday
spiked the merger in favor of a pared-down
transaction. But regulators have shown little
appetite for taking on Amazon as it has expand-
ed from an online bookseller into a marketplace
for everything from household cleaners to fancy
electronics, as well as a purveyor of critically-
acclaimed and hit movies and television series.

Some are calling for tougher action from US
President Donald Trump, who said during the
presidential campaign that Amazon chief execu-
tive Jeff Bezos has a "huge antitrust problem." Last
week, Trump issued a cryptic tweet that appeared
to question whether Amazon was paying enough
taxes. Trump has also taken issue with the Bezos-
owned Washington Post, which has aggressively
covered the White House. Estimates vary sharply
as to Amazon's exact share on e-commerce. Some
reports have said Amazon's share of the online
market is as high as 50 percent, but others put the
figures much lower. Critics say Amazon should be
required to disclose more detail about its sales.

Dominant player online 
Barry Lynn a leading authority on competition

policy, at the Washington-based New American
Foundation think tank, has called for an antitrust
investigation into Amazon's $13.7 billion Whole
Foods takeover announced in June. "They domi-
nate retail online," Lynn said. "That's huge power
across the part of the economy where all the
future growth will be." And longtime consumer
advocate Ralph Nader said, "With every move of
this Goliath, Amazon is inviting a thorough anti-
trust investigation." "This company is breaking

records for destroying Main Street and hollowing
out communities through such mechanisms as
predatory pricing, and for many years in the past,
avoiding state sales taxes."

Yet some experts are skeptical of an antitrust
case against Amazon. "It's not an antitrust violation
just to be dominant. You have to perpetuate or
attain your dominance through anticompetitive
means," said Daniel Crane, a professor at the
University of Michigan Law School specializing in
antitrust. "Under current US antitrust principals it's
hard to see how anything Amazon is doing really is
a violation of antitrust law. It's not obvious to me."

Regulators thus far have focused on antitrust
in terms of competition between goods, but
whether that focus should shift to competition
between "ecosystems" like Amazon's is a "really
important unanswered question so far," Crane
said. Attorneys representing Staples and Office

Depot said the plight of the companies resem-
bled "penguins on a melting iceberg" as they
faced the looming threat that "Amazon Business"
poses as competitor in business-to-business
office goods sales.

But US District Judge Emmet Sullivan sided
with the FTC, ruling in May 2016 that there was
not enough evidence that Amazon "is likely to
restore lost competition in  the business-to-
business space in a timely and sufficient man-
ner." While Amazon enjoyed "several undisputed
strengths," including brand recognition, cutting
edge innovation and global reach, it has "sever-
al weaknesses" in entering the market, includ-
ing that it has not made many bids in the mar-
ket and had yet to win a primary vendor con-
tract. On Wednesday, Staples agreed to be
bought by private equity firm Sycamore
Partners for $6.9 billion.—AFP

NEW DELHI: India has vowed that a new
nationwide tax will transform the economy
by bringing more businesses into the digi-
tal system and filling state coffers, but for
shopkeeper Sanjay Kumar Rai, who has
never used a computer, the transition is ter-
rifying. Rai is one of hundreds of thousands
of small traders fearful of the goods and
services tax (GST) launched Saturday that
aims to create a single market in place of a
labyrinthine system of more than a dozen
national and state levies.

Under the new regime, businesses
must register with the GST network and
file invoices and tax returns online at least
once a month. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has compared the changes to get-
ting used to a new pair of eye glasses.
Ministers say there will be teething trou-
bles but India's army of small business
owners like Rai are in a digital panic.

At his shoebox-sized stationery store in
central Delhi, Rai carefully notes down all
sales in a traditional thick ledger book in
Hindi. He has no laptop and says he would
not know how to use one if it was placed in
front of him. "I'm uneducated," he told AFP. "I
don't know English. I only know Hindi so
how do I navigate this new system?" Till now
he has made all tax returns on paper. 

In theory, traders like Rai with annual rev-
enues of less than two million rupees
($31,000) do not need to register on the GST
network. However, the bigger clients which
buy paper and pens from him want suppli-
ers to be in the GST system or they will go
elsewhere. The government is pressing for
proof of all sales, regardless of size, so that it
can go after tax cheats. Analysts say the GST
has been set up to force compliance in a
country with a poor tax base and a reputa-
tion for avoidance. "It's a very clever system
design," Credit Suisse managing director
Neelkanth Mishra told AFP. "There will be an

automatic compliance upstream because it's
up to the companies to ensure that all their
suppliers are GST compliant."

Filing fever 
In Rai's case, an accountant client came

to his rescue and completed his online regis-
tration. But the shopkeeper is still not confi-
dent about filing monthly returns under the
new system. "They take out a new law and
then we small people have to find a way to
fit in it," he said. He is not the only one wor-
ried about the massive changes rippling
through India's economy.

Thousands of traders across the country
closed their shutters on the day before the
launch to protest against the tax. Vijay
Prakash Jain, secretary general of the
Bhartiya Udyog Vyapar Mandal, a national
traders association, was among those sup-
porting the strike. "The rules and regulations
are complicated and hard-hitting and we,
especially small businesses, can never com-
ply," he told AFP. "Earlier we filed returns
once a quarter but now we have to file three
returns a month and that's 37 in a year," he
said. "Plus the government wants everything
done online. Less than two percent of the
country's 60 million traders may have com-
puters. Where is a small trader going to get a
computer from?"

Bhartiya Udyog Vyapar Mandal has
asked the government to reduce the filings
to once a quarter and to let businesses file
manually. Ruling BJP party chief Amit Shah
said this weekend that changes could be
made to the tax law. Ratings agency ICRA
said the transition would reduce the com-
petitiveness of the informal sector in favor
of organized business. "Nevertheless,
higher compliance is expected to boost
the tax base and the revenues of the cen-
tral and state governments over the medi-
um term," it said. —AFP

Little India struggles 
with tax revolution

Antitrust crackdown on Amazon? Not so far

SEATTLE: In this Thursday, April 27, 2017, file photo, people walk past an Amazon Go store, current-
ly open only to Amazon employees. — AP 


