
BEIJING/SHANGHAI: As a publisher of
family-friendly games like “Gardenscapes”
and “Toy Blast”, iDreamSky Technology
never expected to get caught up in a tangle
with Chinese regulators.

But the Shenzhen-based gaming compa-
ny is enduring an unprecedented wait for
over a dozen of its games to be approved
for release in China, a situation it fears could
impact profits this year.

iDreamSky is one of many Chinese gam-
ing firms fretting over the implications of a
regulatory hold-up that began in March and
prompted Tencent, China’s largest social
media and gaming company, to warn of
slower revenue growth.

The reason for the approval slowdown
appears to be the result of a bureaucratic
reshuffle this year as China tightened its
grip on content for entertainment ranging
from video games to television reality
shows. Those changes have bogged down
the approval process as the purview of
each regulatory office is refined, industry
insiders say. While analysts expect Tencent
to bounce back thanks to its many busi-
ness streams, they say many smaller com-
panies that rely on a few game releases a
year are at risk.

“It’s hurt us a lot,” said one iDreamSky
employee, referring to the approval situa-
tion. “This will have an impact on our busi-
ness in the second half of this year and next
year.” The employee spoke on condition of
anonymity, citing market sensitivities.

iDreamSky, which is planning to list on
the Hong Kong stock exchange, said in May
it expected to launch 13 licensed and self-
developed games in 2018 and 2019, in gen-

res ranging from sports to puzzles.
The company was previously listed on

the United States’ Nasdaq board and is
backed by Tencent, which is its second-
largest shareholder with a 20.65 percent
stake. iDreamSky did not respond to
requests for comment.

Rich pickings 
China overtook the United States as the

largest single gaming market by revenue in
2016, and is expected to rake in $37.9 billion
this year, up 17 percent from last year,
according to the research firm Newzoo.

The Chinese gaming industry comprises
over 200 companies, 188 of which are pub-
licly listed and earn 90 percent of total rev-
enue, Newzoo said. These companies are
subject to complicated game approval pro-
cedures in China, with executives saying
that it can take six months or more for a
game to be approved for sale.

Games have to be approved by the gov-
ernment watchdogs for media publication,
cyberspace and intellectual property, as well
as the ministries for culture and information

technology, who scrutinise things like con-
tent and copyrights. Additional approvals
are required for imported games.

“You need licenses for everything in
China,” said David Hanson, co-chief execu-
tive of the gaming distribution platform
Ultra. “But in the West it’s instant - you work
in a basement and then release your game.”

Long queues
Tencent last week said a government

restructuring had caused a temporary sus-
pension of approvals that would have
allowed it to monetize its most popular

game. The Chinese government in March
split the industry’s main regulator into two
units, while transferring some power to the
Communist Party propaganda department,
in a step aimed at strengthening its grip
over content and ideology. Government
data shows that the reorganization coin-
cided with a halt in approvals.

China gave the green light to 1,982
domestic and foreign online games
between January and March this year
before suddenly stopping approvals,
according to government data. In 2017, it

approved a total of 9,651 domestic and for-
eign online games. China’s Ministry of
Culture and Tourism did not respond to
requests for comment. A founder of a gam-
ing studio in the northern province of Hebei,
who would only agree to use his surname,
Cang, said he been forced to delay salary
payments and use his own money to keep
his business going.

“The approval freeze hits small game
companies like mine the hardest, it makes it
hard for us to go on,” said Cang, whose

company has seven employees. “My goal for
this year is not to go bankrupt.”

Fuchun Technology Co Ltd, which makes
mobile, console and online games, said in
July that it would likely report a fall in profit
of up to 75 percent for the first half as it was
unable to release new games as scheduled.

No zombies 
Some reprieve has been given in the

form of a “green channel” which allows
new games to obtain one-month temporary
licenses for new games, but only ten have
so far been granted this, industry execu-
tives said. The government is still assessing
games despite the halt in approvals, said a
censor at a publishing house in the eastern

city of Hangzhou who examines games
before they go to the central regulator for
further checks. He said that there had been
a tightening this year on what types of
content were acceptable.

Content seen as being at odds with
China’s “socialist core values” is being
scrubbed, while games that are too violent
and gory - for example those involving
zombies - are being rejected, said the cen-
sor, who only gave his surname as Zhang.

For now, companies can only keep apply-
ing for approvals and hope things change,
said the iDreamSky employee. “We’re still fill-
ing out all the applications,” she said. “Maybe
things will get back to business by October or
end of the year. We all hope so.” — Reuters
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Tech giants aim
to coordinate 
fight on 
misinformation 
WASHINGTON: Major technology
firms including Facebook, Google and
Twitter were set to meet Friday as
part of an effort to coordinate the
battle against misinformation cam-
paigns by foreign agents, a media
report said.

The report by BuzzFeed based on a
leaked email said the companies were
set to meet at Twitter’s headquarters
in San Francisco. Microsoft, Snapchat
and other tech firms were expected to
participate in the gathering called by
Facebook cybersecurity head
Nathaniel Gleicher.

“As I’ve mentioned to several of
you over the last few weeks, we have
been looking to schedule a follow-on
discussion to our industry conversa-
tion about information operations,
election protection, and the work we
are all doing to tackle these chal-
lenges,” Gleicher wrote, according to
BuzzFeed.

Twitter declined to comment on
the report. Facebook and Google did
not immediately respond to an AFP
query. The news follows actions by

Facebook, Twitter, Google and
Microsoft blocking accounts from
Russian and Iranian entities which the
companies said were propagating
misinformation aimed at disrupting
the November US elections.

On Thursday, Google said that
working with the cybersecurity firm
FireEye, it linked the accounts to the
Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting
as part of an effort dating to at least
January 2017.

Earlier this week, Facebook
announced it removed more than 650
pages, groups and accounts identified
as “networks of accounts misleading
people about what they were doing.”

Separately, Twitter said it suspend-
ed 284 accounts “for engaging in
coordinated manipulation,” adding
that “it appears many of these
accounts originated from Iran.

Former Facebook security chief
Alex Stamos said in a blog post
Wednesday that gaping holes remain
in online platforms and that not
enough is being done to counter for-
eign interference ahead of the elec-
tions. “The revelations are evidence
that Russia has not been deterred and
that Iran is following in its footsteps,”
Stamos wrote on the Lawfare blog.

“If the United States continues
down this path, it risks allowing its
elections to become the World Cup of
information warfare, in which US
adversaries and allies battle to impose
their various interests on the
American electorate.” — AFP

FUYANG, China: People playing online games at an Internet cafe in Fuyang, Anhui
province, China. — Reuters

Drones offer 
high-tech help 
to Japan’s 
ageing farmers
TOME, Japan: The next generation farm-
hand in Japan’s ageing rural heartland may be
a drone. For several months, developers and
farmers in northeast Japan have been testing
a new drone that can hover above paddy
fields and perform backbreaking tasks in a
fraction of the time it takes for elderly farm-
ers. “This is unprecedented high technology,”
said Isamu Sakakibara, a 69-year-old rice
farmer in the Tome area, a region that has
supplied rice to Tokyo since the 17th century.

Developers of the new agricultural drone
say it offers high-tech relief for rural commu-
nities facing a shortage of labor as young
people leave for the cities.

“As we face a shortage of next-generation
farmers, it’s our mission to come up with new
ideas to raise productivity and farmers’
income through the introduction of cutting-
edge technologies such as drones,” said
Sakakibara, who is also the head of JA Miyagi
Tome, the local agricultural cooperative.

The drone can apply pesticides and fertil-
izer to a rice field in about 15 minutes - a job
that takes more than an hour by hand and
requires farmers to lug around heavy tanks.

The Nile-T18 was developed by drone
start-up Nileworks Inc and recently tested in
collaboration with JA Miyagi Tome and trad-
ing house Sumitomo Corp.

Their aim is to ease the physical burden
and improve productivity in rural areas bat-
tling decades of falling birth rates and migra-
tion to urban areas. In Tome, farmers are an
average 67-68 years old and they may only
have another 4-5 years of farming left,
Sakakibara said.

“It’s a matter of whether the body breaks
down first, or the tractor,” he added.

Compared to larger radio-controlled mini-
helicopters that cost around 15 million yen
($135,758) with spray equipment, the drone is
smaller and cheaper, with a pricetag of about
4 million yen. Nileworks is negotiating with
authorities to allow operators to fly its drone
without a license. It can be controlled with an
iPad and runs on mapping software that is
simple to operate. — Reuters

TOKYO: Developers of the new agricultural drone say it offers high-tech relief for rural
communities facing a shortage of labor as young people leave for the cities.

Data dump: China
sees surge in
personal info
up for sale
SHANGHAI: When William Zhang’s car insur-
ance was about to expire in March, he didn’t
need to look far for renewal options. In the two
months before the policy was up Zhang
received calls almost daily from insurers trying
to sell him a new one. Since his initial policy
was from Ping An Insurance Group, it was nat-
ural the company had been in touch.

“What confuses me is how other insurance
companies knew about it,” said Zhang, a 26-
year-old government employee from
Shandong. Three other car owners told
Reuters that they had experienced the same
problem. Personal data has become widely
available in China and can be scooped up for
pennies by insurance companies, banks, loan
sharks, and scammers alike, according to sell-
ers and financiers interviewed by Reuters.

In May, China introduced its most compre-
hensive data protection laws to date, tighten-
ing restrictions on the sharing of private data
held by financial institutions and other firms.

“Personal information leaks are risky,” said
Susan Ning, a partner at the law firm King
&amp; Wood Mallesons in Beijing. “Such infor-
mation can facilitate other crimes,” she added.

Data trade 
Insurers often buy numbers from shadowy

online data sellers, who themselves have
acquired the information illegally, according to
people in the industry.

Some companies illegally buy information
from the department of motor vehicles, car
licensing authorities, car sellers, or from police
stations, said Michelle Hu, a partner at Boston
Consulting Group who has been a consultant
on insurance deals.

By entering keywords like “personal data”
or “cellphone data”, in Chinese, Reuters found
more than 30 groups created for the purpose
of selling and buying personal information on

Tencent’s instant messaging service QQ and
Baidu Inc’s forum site Tieba.

Baidu declined to comment. In a statement
emailed to Reuters, Tencent said it was “com-
mitted to the protection of user privacy and
maintaining data security”.

Information sellers post ads in the online
groups and negotiate with buyers through pri-
vate messages on QQ or WeChat. Five sellers
offered to sell Reuters lists from financial insti-
tutions of “people who need loans”, “people
who need insurance”, and “Shanghainese men
aged between 30 to 50”.  — Reuters

People have their picture taken by the China International Big Data Industry Expo logo in
Guiyang, Guizhou province. — Reuters

‘Fortnite’ fever 
may be cooling: 
Market tracker
SAN FRANCISCO: The frenzy over
the phenomenally popular video game
“Fortnite” may be easing, according to
revenue estimates released Thursday by
market tracker SuperData.

The free online game’s revenue grew
just 2 percent in July from the previous
month-despite creator Epic Games
releasing a new season of its “battle
pass” offering digital perks and added
challenges. “Fortnite’s peak may be
behind us,” SuperData said.

However, some game industry insiders
contend that the game’s typically
school-age fans may just be on summer
vacations-and could come back in force
once lessons get back underway.

“Fortnite” became an eSports phe-
nomena after last year’s release of a free
“Battle Royale” mode that lets up to 100
players vie to be the last character

standing on ever-shrinking terrain.
The game passed a billion dollars in

revenue last month, after earnings from
sales of digital items such as dance
moves or avatar outfits climbed 7 per-
cent from April to May.

Reasons for its popularity include
that it can be played for free on a range
of devices including smartphones, per-
sonal computers and consoles. 

“Fortnite”-the star of Los Angeles’
Electronic Entertainment Expo video
game extravaganza in Los Angeles in
June-still remained the top money maker
on consoles in July, according to
SuperData.

However, the game faces increasing
competition as game makers add battle
royale modes to popular titles and pro-
mote eSports leagues to win over play-
ers. Metrics from Amazon-owned game
play streaming service Twitch on
Thursday showed that “Dota 2” was the
most popular title with viewers so far
in August, relegating “Fortnite” to sec-
ond place.

Players worldwide spent $8.2 billion
on digital games in July, in a 3 percent
increase from the same month late year,
SuperData said. — AFP


