
SHANGHAI: Amazon plans to close down its
online retail operations that cater to consumers
in China in an apparent admission of defeat to
local e-commerce rivals such as Alibaba and
JD.com, a report said yesterday. The US e-com-
merce pioneer will maintain other operations in
China such as Amazon Web Services (AWS),
Kindle e-books and cross-border teams that
help ship goods from Chinese merchants to cus-
tomers abroad, Bloomberg News said, citing
unidentified people familiar with the plans.

Beginning on July 18, the company’s Chinese
website, Amazon.cn, will featured only dimin-
ished offerings sourced from its global network,
the report said. An Amazon spokesperson did
not explicitly confirm plans to throw in the towel
on domestic e-commerce, but said the company
was looking to focus more on cross-border
sales. “Over the past few years, we have been
evolving our China online retail business to in-
creasingly emphasize cross-border sales, and in
return we’ve seen a very strong response from
Chinese customers,” the spokesperson said in a
statement emailed to AFP. 

The company was making “operational ad-
justments to focus our efforts on cross-border
sales in China”, the statement said. Founded by
Jeff Bezos 25 years ago, Amazon in January be-
came the world’s biggest publicly traded com-
pany by market value and dominates in the
United States and other markets.

E-commerce is just as popular with con-
sumers in China-if not more-than it is in the

United States, due to cheap delivery costs and
a less-developed bricks-and-mortar retail land-
scape.  But Amazon has struggled to make head-
way in China, where a host of nimble rivals led
by Alibaba and JD.com have capitalized on do-
mestic supplier networks and a deeper under-
standing of Chinese consumers to gobble up
market share before Amazon could gain a
foothold.

Barely a dent   
Amazon has tried to make a go of it on China

retail, investing in logistics and acquiring Chi-
nese online book seller Joyo in 2004. But it has
barely made a dent. The firm occupied just 0.6
percent of Chinese business-to-consumer online
retail in the fourth quarter of 2018, with Alibaba’s
Tmall taking 61.5 percent, and JD.com 24.2 per-
cent, according to China-based Internet consul-
tancy Analysys.

Li Chengdong, founder of the Beijing-based
internet financial research house Dolphin Think
Tank, said Amazon was hurt by not adapting to
what works in China. “Amazon has been unwill-
ing to localize in China, which feels kind of ar-
rogant,” Li said. “They still insist on
American-style web pages and do not promote
merchandise during the ‘Double 11’ shopping
season, in which Chinese e-commerce compa-
nies Alibaba and JD put a lot of effort.”

“Double 11”, also called “Singles’ Day” refers
to an annual shopping extravaganza that takes
place each November 11 and in which tens of bil-

lions of dollars worth of merchandise is bought,
in China’s answer to the US “Black Friday” shop-
ping day. The Amazon statement said that “we
will continue to invest and grow in China across
Amazon Global Store, Global Selling, AWS, Kin-
dle devices and content”. Bloomberg News

called the move the latest sign that Amazon, due
to the difficulty competing with Chinese rivals,
would focus its overseas attention on India’s
growing market. Amazon opened an India web-
site in 2013 and has invested heavily in logistical
infrastructure.—AFP
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SEATTLE: In this file photo an Echo Sub and Echo Inputs, part of Amazon’s push towards giving audio-
philes Alexa connectivity, are on display in Amazon’s Day 1 building in Seattle.—AFP

Amazon to pull plug on 
China retail operations

Company focuses on cross-border sales in China

SEOUL: Years after they first appeared in
North Korea, increasingly cheap and available
solar panels are giving a boost to consumer
consumption and industry as Pyongyang tries
to limit the impact of tough international sanc-
tions. Electricity shortages have been a peren-
nial concern for North Korea, and leader Kim
Jong Un has called for greater use of renewable
energy as part of his drive for self-sufficiency
as sanctions have ratcheted higher in response
to the country’s nuclear and missile programs.

Now ever more households, factories and
businesses are equipped with solar panels,
leading to a greater variety of home electronics
products available in increasingly common pri-
vate markets known as jangmadang, defectors
and recent visitors say. Among the hottest sell-
ing items are water purifiers, hair straighteners
and electric bicycles, mostly from China but
some made in North Korea or even smuggled in
from South Korea.

“A few years ago, such things as water puri-
fiers, mixers and rice cookers were only seen at
some restaurants and rich households, but they
are becoming commonplace, especially in
cities,” said Kang Mi-jin, an economic expert
who regularly speaks with North Koreans for
Daily NK, a website run by defectors. “Some
would look just like an ordinary middle-class
South Korean home, with a wall-hanging LED
TV, multiple laptops and electric mini cars for
babies.”

Consumer culture
North Koreans started using solar panels

several years ago, mostly to charge mobile
phones and light their homes as a backup to the
unstable, mostly hydro and coal-fired national
grid. As well as markets brimming with electron-
ics products, there are more teahouses, com-
puter games rooms, karaoke bars and billiard
halls open longer after switching to solar from
diesel generators, according to recent visitors
and defectors. Such entertainment venues are
becoming more widespread, not only in cities,
but also the countryside, where grid power is
even less reliable.

“At night, often it is only those places that
have solar panels and batteries that have lights
on,” a source with knowledge of the issue told
Reuters on condition of anonymity due to the
sensitivity of North Korea affairs. Use of the
panels spread after they were used at a now-
closed inter-Korean factory park in the North’s

border city of Kaesong that opened in 2004.
“Now many apartment balconies have them out
in the sun during the day collecting energy so
they are readily visible, the source said.

Private use of solar panels has gone from
being officially banned, to tolerated, to encour-
aged by the ruling Workers’ Party, which keeps
a tight rein on the economy and the populace.
Early this month, the official Rodong Sinmun ran
an article about a team of laborers at a cooper-
ative farm who earned solar panels and LED
TVs as a reward from the Party for surpassing a
production goal. State television has also aired
a series of reports on the growing use of solar
energy over the past year, including a 17-minute
documentary from October introducing locally
made devices, such as high-voltage inverters
and even a portable charger for electric bicycles.

Kim Yun-soung, a research fellow at the
Green Energy Strategy Institute in Seoul, said
the North’s push for domestic production of
solar equipment was spurred by sanctions ban-
ning imports of metal products. “Electricity was
the biggest problem but we achieved such a
highly advanced, cutting-edge technology our-
selves from scratch, which was once monopo-
lized by developed nations,” the film’s narrator
said, referring to the inverters.

State media has listed the central bank,
schools, factories, and even ferries as entirely
powered by solar panels. “A solar panel gives
you ‘free’ power once it is installed,” said Kim
Young Hui, a defector and an economist at the

South’s state-run Korea Development Bank. “So
the nature of the panels perfectly fits Kim Jong
Un’s mantra of self-reliance - or in other words,
creating something out of nothing.”

Free power
Most of the panels sold in markets were

brought in from China, and prices have dropped
by up to 40 percent over the last few years amid
a global glut and rising North Korean produc-
tion, defectors and experts said. In 2015,
sources told Reuters a small 20-watt panel was
sold at about $44. These days a 30-watt panel
- a more widely used model - costs only about
$15, Kang said. Pyongyang does not provide
data on its use of solar power, but Kang said
about 55 percent of North Korean households
are equipped with the panels. The ratio is higher
in Pyongyang and other cities, as well as border
regions where Chinese goods are widely avail-
able, she said.

David von Hippel, an Oregon-based senior
associate at the Nautilus Institute, a U.S. think
tank, said North Korea has imported a total of
29 megawatts of solar panels from China
through 2017, citing Beijing’s custom data. Ex-
perts say solar energy still account for less than
0.1 percent of the country’s generation capacity,
estimated by South Korea’s statistics agency at
some 7,700 megawatts as of 2017. Pyongyang
aims to boost its renewable capacity to 5,000
megawatts by 2044, with a focus on wind
power, according to state media.—Reuters

Cheap solar panels 
power consumer 
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