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BEIJING: Want an insanely fast ride with zero
emissions? Startup NIO has the car: An elec-
tric two-seater with muscular European lines
and a top speed of 195 miles per hour. The
catch: The EP9 costs nearly $1.5 million. NIO, a
Chinese -Western hybrid with bases in
Shanghai, London and Silicon Valley, created
it to showcase the company’s technology and
had no sales plans. But it is taking orders for
“bespoke vehicles” after hearing from buyers
ready to pay the eye-popping price.

“We are actually pleasantly surprised how
much interest we are getting,” said the CEO of
NIO’s US unit, Padmasree Warrior, a veteran of
Cisco and Motorola. NIO is part of a wave of
fledgling automakers - all backed at least in
part by Chinese investors - that are propelling
the electric vehicle industry’s latest trend:
ultra-high-performance cars. Manufacturers
including Detroit Electric, Qiantu Motor,
Thunder Power and NEVS aim to compete
with Europe, Detroit and Japan by offering
top speeds over 150 and features including
carbon fiber bodies and web-linked naviga-
tion and entertainment.

The ventures mix US and European tech-
nology with Chinese money and manufactur-
ing, reflecting this country’s rise as a market
and investor for an industry where Beijing
wants a leading role. Communist leaders see
electric vehicles as a way to clear China’s
smog-choked cities and as an engine for eco-
nomic development. “We really haven’t seen
non-Chinese companies get into this super-
technology market,” said Chris Robinson, who
follows the industry for Lux Research.

NIO’s backers include Chinese tech giant
Tencent Holdings, operator of the popular
WeChat messaging service; computer maker
Lenovo Group, a Singapore government-
owned investment fund and US-based IDG
Capital, TPG and Hillhouse Capital. Some
brands are following the strategy of Tesla Inc.,
which debuted with an eye-catching roadster
to establish a premium image before launch-

ing lower-priced models. The instant torque
and acceleration of electric cars make them
natural performance vehicles.

Aim 
Detroit Electric, a revival of a pioneering US

electric car brand founded in 1907, launched a
sports car venture this year with a Chinese bat-
tery maker and the government of Yixing,
west of Shanghai. For a base price of $135,000,
the company promises zero to 60 mph in 3.7
seconds and a top speed of 155 mph. The first
seven of 100 cars ordered by European dealers
have been delivered, according to its chairman
and CEO, Albert Lam, a former Lotus chief
executive. He said the company aims to
release an SUV in 2018 and wants to have a
four-vehicle lineup by 2020.

“Our target is to be the first Chinese-based
vehicle company to sell worldwide,” said Lam.
Thunder Power, led by Hong Kong entrepre-
neur Wellen Sham, has a similarly multination-
al plan for a sport sedan due out in late 2018.
The company is building a factory in southern
China and plans a second in Spain.
Engineering work is being handled by Italy’s
Dallara Automobili, which helped develop
Bugatti’s Veyron, the fastest street-legal car
with a top speed of 255 mph. Thunder Power
promises a top speed of 155 mph. 

The company says its competitive edge
will be a battery that can go up to 400 miles
on one charge, or almost double the 200 to
250 miles  of current high-end electrics.
Beijing’s backing has helped to make China
the biggest electric vehicle market at a time
of uncertainty about the scale of support for
the industry from Washington and European
governments. Sales in China of plug-in and
hybrid vehicles in the first quarter of this
year totaled 55,929, versus 44,876 for the
United States.

The Cabinet hopes to have 100,000 public
charging stations and 800,000 private stations
operating by the end of this year. Regulators

are pressing manufacturers to speed up
development with a proposal to require that
electrics account for at least 8 percent of each
brand’s production by next year. To raise its
profile, the electric vehicle industry launched
its own racing circuit, dubbed Formula E, in
2014 with battery-powered Formula One-
style cars and events in China, Europe, the
United States and Mexico.

Still, no matter how appealing they are,
there aren’t enough buyers to support so
many high-performance brands, said Lux’s
Robinson. He noted Ferrari or Lamborghini
might sell only 15 of their fastest vehicles,
which are treated as marketing tools and
even at prices above $1 million fail to make a
profit. Manufacturers wanting to move into

lower priced segments face a crowded mar-
ket, he said. “Really, not all of them are going
to make it,” said Robinson. Despite that, the
newcomers express confidence they can take
market share from established rivals.

Serious performance car 
NIO’s Warrior points to the transition from

cellphones to smartphones, in which industry
leaders were displaced by upstarts. “We are in
the beginning of a race. We are all at the same
starting position,” said Christopher Nicoll,
marketing director for Thunder Power. Detroit
Electric’s Lam said his financial plan calls for
each car to be sold at a profit by 2019. “We are
not from the internet world,” he said. “We
know how important it is for a car company to

make money.” Other Chinese tech companies
including internet search engine operator
Baidu Inc. and LeEco, an online video service,
are working on electric and self-driving vehi-
cles. Most have research centers in Silicon
Valley or Europe. “China isn’t necessarily a
technological leader. They are a production
leader,” said Robinson. “A lot of the more
advanced electric vehicle, power train and
other technology research is going on in
Europe and the United States.”

Chinese city governments are forging part-
nerships with automakers in hopes of becom-
ing manufacturing centers. That helped
Detroit Electric carry out its plans after other
investors were uncertain, Lam said. He said the
company picked Yixing after talking with four
cities. “We were invited to come to China,” said
Lam. The most prominent homegrown com-
petitor is Qiantu Motor, led by a former execu-
tive of a state-owned automaker.

Qiantu says its K50, on sale next year, will
deliver a top speed of 125 mph and go 185
miles on one charge. NEVS is developing a
sedan to be made in China based on technolo-
gy acquired from defunct Swedish automaker
Saab. Its owners include National Modern
Energy Holdings Ltd., a Chinese developer of
renewable energy technology, the govern-
ment of the eastern city of Tianjin and State
Research Information Technology Co., owned
by the Chinese Cabinet.

NIO developed the EP9 to promote its
technology for self-driving vehicles. The first,
a seven seat SUV, is due to be released in
China in 2018. The company worried buyers
saw electrics as a “little toy car.” It wants to
“break that mold and say that an electric car
can be a serious per formance car,” said
Warrior. NIO says a self-driving version of the
EP9 hit 160 mph in February on an Austin,
Texas, test track. “We made seven, thinking it
was essentially for a collector,” said Warrior.
“Now there is increased interest. People actu-
ally want to buy this car.”—AP

BEIJING: In this photo, a model poses near a sports sedan from Thunder Power during a brand event
held in Beijing.

BEIJING: In this photo Hong Kong entrepreneur Wellen Sham speaks near a photo of an electric sports
sedan during a Thunder Power brand event held in Beijing. —AP Photos

China propels rise of electric ultra-high-performance cars

NIO takes orders for bespoke vehicles

BEIJING: In this photo visitors look at the $1.5million NIO EP9 displayed at the
Shanghai auto show. 

BEIJING: Climate change, trade and terrorism
were high on the agenda yesterday at a Beijing
meeting of foreign affairs officials from Brazil,
Russia, India, China and South Africa, known col-
lectively as the BRICS nations. The five countries
are seeking to further align their views on key
issues at a time when President Donald Trump is
withdrawing the US from multilateral arrange-
ments such as the Paris climate accords and the
Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal.

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said China
in the coming year would look to “expand with
more broad and wide-ranging cooperation in
areas such as trade and commerce and invest-
ment.” Together the BRICS countries account for
roughly 40 percent of the world’s population
and 20 percent of the global economy. All five
countries are members of the Group of 20
industrial and emerging-market nations,
although their economic prospects have
declined somewhat amid crises in 

Brazil and South Africa and the impact of
sanctions lodged against Russia by the West.
South African Foreign Minister Maite Nkoana-
Mashabane pointed to climate change as a
major concern. “There is one climate and for
future generations we must employ every effort
at our disposal to reverse the effects of climate

change,” she said.
Nkoana-Mashabane also emphasized the

need for joint efforts to fight terrorism, a senti-
ment reflected by Vijay Kumar Singh, an Indian
External Affairs official.

Lot of consensus 
“It is important to enhance BRICS security in

counterterrorism matters,” Singh said. Leaders of
the five nations are to meet in the southeastern
Chinese city of Xiamen in September. Chinese
President Xi Jinping later met with the officials
at the Great Hall of the People in central Beijing,
saying the six hours of discussion among the
nations had produced “a lot of consensus,” as
well as a concluding document that was not
immediately released.

“At present the international situation has
complexities and also factors of instability and
its right for the BRICS to speak its voice, which is
very good,” Xi said. Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov commended China’s leadership of
BRICS over the past year, saying the grouping
that began taking shape more than 10 years ago
is now coming into its prime. “Your chairman-
ship certainly contributed to the strength ... and
to increasing its reputation as a factor of stabili-
ty,” Lavrov told Xi. —AP

BEIJING: China’s President Xi Jinping, right, shakes hands with India’s
Minister of External Affairs Vijay Kumar Singh as he meets with foreign
affairs officials from the BRICS countries at the Great Hall of the People’s
Fujian Room in Beijing yesterday. —AFP
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TAIPEI: The head of a major Taiwanese bank has
been detained on suspicion of granting illegal
loans, just months after another banking scandal
rocked the island’s financial sector. SinoPac
Holdings chairman Ho Shou-chuan and two oth-
ers are being probed over an alleged Tw$5 billion
($164.8 million) of loans made to an “offshore
company with no real operations”. It is not yet
clear what relationship they have with the firm
that received the money. 

The case comes after the ex-chairman of Mega
International Commercial Bank was indicted in
December on charges including insider trading.
That followed a massive $180 million fine slapped
on Mega by American authorities after they said
they found “suspicious transactions” between its
New York and Panama branches. Taipei District
Court approved on Sunday a request by prosecu-

tors to take Sinopac’s Ho and the other two sus-
pects into custody, saying there was a risk of evi-
dence tampering or collusion. 

Local prosecutors investigating the case
searched Ho’s residence and office last week.
“(Ho) and the others are suspected of jointly vio-
lating laws including the Securities and Exchange
Act and breach of trust,” prosecutors said. No for-
mal charges have been made yet. The case
revolves around alleged illegal lending to a com-
pany called J&R Trading Co. by a SinoPac sub-
sidiary since 2009. Local media said the funds
were routed to finance an investment into a com-
mercial building in Shanghai.

According to the court statement, Ho insisted
at most he is accountable for “administrative neg-
ligence” and did not cause the company any
damage. SinoPac held an emergency board

meeting Saturday and appointed an acting chair-
man following Ho’s arrest. The bank said it will
cooperate with the investigation and that its
operations are continuing as normal. Two other
people critical in the probe have not been ques-
tioned yet as they are out of the country, the
court said Sunday. 

Taiwan last year toughened its anti-money
laundering laws following the Mega bank scan-
dal. That case also led to the resignation of the
island’s top financial regulator, who was criticized
over the handling of the fallout. Mega bank was
found to have links with a Panamanian law firm at
the centre of a huge data dump known as the
Panama Papers scandal. The trove of leaked
papers revealed murky offshore financial dealings
that used shell companies to help politicians,
celebrities and sports stars to skirt taxes.—AFP 
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TOKYO: Japan unexpectedly slumped back into a
trade deficit for the first time in four months, as
soaring energy import bills offset growth in the
country’s shipments abroad, government data
showed yesterday. Japan logged a surprise deficit
of 203 billion yen ($1.8 billion), the first red ink in
four months, according to data from the finance
ministry, despite market expectations for a sur-
plus. “Crude oil prices rebounded while the yen
was weaker in the month,” Yuichiro Nagai, econo-
mist at Barclays Capital, said.

The yen was 2.3 percent weaker against the
dollar compared with levels recorded a year earli-
er, which helped push up imports costs. The
deficit came as a surprise after recent data
showed Japan’s economy was picking up steam
with exports growing on the back of a global
economic recovery. Nagai said there was no need
to be overly pessimistic over figures for a single
month. May data showed “a correction in speed”
but the Japanese economy is likely to continue to
expand in the July-September quarter even if it
stalls in April-June, he said.

Yuichi Kodama, chief economist at Meiji
Yasuda Life Insurance, told Bloomberg News that
“exports are growing steadily and external
demand is a leading factor in the Japanese econ-
omy.” The latest report “confirms that the ship-
ments will continue to drive Japan’s economy in

coming months, feeding gradually to capital
spending and household spending,” said Takeshi
Minami, chief Japan economist at Norinchukin
Research Institute. The May deficit is “mainly
because of a rise in imports, reflecting Japan’s
resilient economy”, Minami said.

Dependence on fossil fuels 
Overall exports in May rose 14.9 percent from

a year earlier to 5.85 trillion yen thanks to an
increase in shipments of cars and steel, chalking
up growth for the sixth consecutive month. The
growth in exports is partly thanks to a rebound
after powerful twin quakes in southwestern
Japan last year disrupted production and supply
chains. But imports expanded faster, rising 17.8
percent to 6.05 trillion yen, boosted by heavier
costs for liquefied natural gas, coal and crude oil.

Japan’s dependence on fossil fuels has risen
since the nation shifted to thermal power gener-
ation with most of the nation’s nuclear reactors
remaining offline after the 2011 Fukushima
earthquake/tsunami disaster. Japan’s politically
sensitive surplus with the United States rose 19.0
percent to 411 billion yen as exports increased
11.6 percent. US President Donald Trump has
vowed to root out “unfair” trade practices around
the world and target other countries including
Japan. —AFP
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in May as energy costs expand
German SPD leader Martin

Schulz promises higher

taxes for the rich 

BERLIN: Germany’s Social Democrats (SPD), seeking to
turn round their flagging election campaign, promised
to raise the top income tax rate for the rich and abolish a
flat-rate withholding tax on capital gains in a bid to win
back working-class voters. “We’ll reduce the tax burden
for small and medium-sized incomes and we’ll support
families,” party leader Martin Schulz told reporters yester-
day. This step would help stimulate domestic demand
and reduce Germany’s trade surplus by sucking in more
imports from other European countries, he added.

“Our proposal is good not just for Germany but also
for Europe,” Schulz added. Schulz hopes to unseat
Chancellor Angela Merkel, who is seeking a fourth term,
in Sept 24 national elections. But the centre-left SPD, cur-
rently junior partner in Merkel’s ruling coalition, has lost
momentum since making initial gains after nominating
Schulz as the party’s new leader in January.

By unveiling its tax plans, the SPD wants to put the
issue of social justice at the centre of the election cam-
paign, though the topic has not weighed very heavily
so far among voters. Polls see a double-digit lead for
Merkel’s conservatives ahead of the SPD. Schulz said
the SPD would increase the top tax rate for employ-
ment income to 45 percent from 42 percent. To avoid
higher taxes for middle-class families, the SPD also
wants to lift the threshold from which the top rate
applies. —Reuters


