
Uber, the ridesharing behemoth set to launch
a stock offering soon, is  aiming beyond
sharing car rides to becoming the “Amazon

of transportation” in a future where people share
instead of owning vehicles. Uber laid out its vision
of a transformed world of personal mobility as it
steered toward a keenly anticipated stock market
debut that will follow an initial public offering of
shares by US rideshare rival Lyft announced on
Friday.

“Cars real ly were, for us, a kind of start ing
place,” said transportation policy and research
chief Andrew Salzberg at an Uber media event in
Santa Monica, California. “Once we’ve built this
platform for mobility there are a whole host of
business l ines we can build beyond that.” The
Southern California beach city was teeming with
electric scooters and bicycles from Uber and rivals
that may be checked out with a smartphone app.

“The idea that every time you walk outside there
is this electric, fun-to-ride vehicle waiting to take
you to your next destination is really incredible,”
said Nick Foley, head of product for Jump, the elec-
tric bike startup acquired by Uber. “It’s more than
just an app to book a bike; it’s an app where you
can have reliable micro mobility booking or a could
book a car if the weather isn’t nice.” Foley believed
that a shift to mobility as a smartphone-summoned-
service will alter lifestyles as dramatically as did the
mass market debut of the automobile.

Smartphone transit hub 
Combining electric motors with light-weight

scooters or bicycles, and having them on streets to
be used on demand, provides an ideal method of
getting around in traffic-troubled cities, according

to Uber. Electric bicycles and scooters can get
people efficiently to destinations in congested
downtowns, where they can switch to public transit
or car ride sharing at their convenience. Uber’s
effort to be an all-encompassing platform for get-
ting around includes adding e-scooter rival Lime
and city transit services to its smartphone applica-
tion, along with improving features designed to get
people to travel together instead of riding solo.

The California-based startup’s collaboration
with cities includes sharing anonymous traffic flow
data with officials in charge of public transit, bicy-
cle lanes, parking and road planning. Uber is also
integrating transit schedules into its app, and will
soon add a way to pay fares as well. “We can’t
really be the Amazon for transportation without the
biggest mode of transportation out there, which is
public transport,” said Uber transit team leader
David Reich. “The vision is to be an all-in-one app
for all your transportation needs.”

If all goes to plan, commuters could ride an e-
scooter to a transit station, take a train then grab
an e-bike, ride share or e-scooter at the arriving
station to complete a journey. Uber chief executive
Dara Khosrowshahi has made a priority of working
with transit agencies, according to Reich.

‘Mega-cultural shift’ 
Jump has leapt into 16 US cities, and planned to

expand internat ional ly  th is  year  beginning in
Europe, according to founder and chief executive
Ryan Rzepecki. “I think we are in year zero of a 10-
year, mega-cultural shift,” Rzepecki said. E-scoot-
ers and dockless bikes arriving on streets of US
cities have caused complaints, safety concerns, and
the need for laws to reign in reckless riding. “For as

much cultural change we have been seeing in cities,
I think the pushback has been incredibly low,”
Rzepecki said, however.

He was excited to get Jump into Europe, where
he felt cities were more inclined to be designed
with bicycling in mind. Uber is also taking to the
sky with an Elevate project to have electric aircraft
carry people between “skyports”, taking off and
landing vertically. Director of vehicle systems engi-
neering Mark Moore, who spent decades at NASA,
joined Uber a little more than two years ago.

“We are one of the very big, bold bets that is
coming up with a whole new choice of transporta-
tion in cities faced with gridlock really grinding
them to a halt,” Moore said of Elevate. He expected
experimental flights next year, with Uber putting
Elevate aircraft into service in Dallas, Los Angeles,
and a soon-to-be revealed third US city by 2023,
pledging to make this an affordable travel option.
“We have zero interest in doing this for the elites,”
Moore said. “This is all about designing a nodal
transport system that meets the needs of cities.”

Uber’s platform moves cargo as well as people,
with a “Freight” service that connects truckers with
shippers in a way similar to how drivers connect
with people seeking rides. Uber is also seeing
growing success with an “Eats” service that lets
drivers make money delivering meals ordered from
restaurants. Uber is the largest and most prominent
of the “sharing economy” startups that are on the
cusp of transforming several industries, and its IPO
could be a milestone for the trend. “When Uber
goes public it will be a vote of confidence on the
sharing economy but also a vote confidence on the
company,” said New York University professor
Arun Sundararajan.  —AFP
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Peugeot plans 
US return 30 
years after exit

Some 30 years after exiting the United States due
to plunging sales, Peugeot is preparing a return
to a market where it previously knew glory at the

famed Indianapolis 500. PSA Group Chief Executive
Carlos Tavares said this week that the Peugeot - a
brand known for its lion logo - is the parent company’s
pick for the US market. The company plans to sell
Peugeot autos in the US by 2026 in line with a multi-
step 10-year plan first announced in 2016.

The comeback is being devised as PSA, which also
sells cars under the Citroen and Opel brands, faces
pressure from investors to diversify its revenues
beyond Europe at a time when US sanctions have tor-
pedoed ambitions in Iran and the Chinese auto market
has slowed considerably. What kind of cars will be
sold? What will be the silhouette? Will Peugeot work
through existing dealerships, an expensive proposition
in some key cities, or sell directly to customers and
skip certain markets?

For now, the automaker isn’t offering many details.
“We believe we’re being frugal,” said Larry
Dominique, chief executive of PSA North America.
“We believe we’re being very careful and making sure
that we do this the right way because new brands
entering the US and Canadian market does not happen
very often.” 

Auto experts say the ambitious plan will not be
easy to execute. “I think Peugeot will struggle to get
back into the US market,” said longtime industry con-
sultant Maryann Keller. “It will be expensive and take
years.” “No one under the age of 50 recalls seeing a
Peugeot on the road,” Keller said, adding that 1970s
reruns of the schlumpy Peugeot-driving detective
“Columbo” are not top of mind any more.

Saturated market 
Peugeot plans initially to sell vehicles in the US that

are imported from China and Europe. “Yes we under-
stand there’s tariff discussions going on right now and
so forth,” Dominique said. “But the expectation is we
will initially import.” Peugeot plans to launch in a single
US state and will then ramp up. The company has
identified 15 US states and four Canadian provinces
that are especially receptive to imports. The company
will explore US manufacturing if there are volumes to
justify it.

Peugeot faces myriad challenges to be successful in
a market that is huge but also already saturated with
some 40 brands and looks to be stable at best in over-
all sales after a series of records earlier in this decade.
US consumers have tilted heavily towards sport utility
vehicles, pickups and other large vehicles, which com-
posed around 69 percent of the 17.3 million vehicles
sold last year. 

Peugeot can compete in these markets with models
that have sold well in Europe such as the 3008 and
5008 SUVs. But the brand’s smaller sedan models,
which sell well in Europe, are deeply out of favor in
America. Peugeot also could face tough competition
from new entrants, especially China, whose groups
such as GAC, Great Wall and Kandi plan to market in
the US in the coming years.

Niche proposition? 
Peugeot exited the United States in 1991, having

clearly been surpassed by Japanese rivals. In that year,
it sold 3,500 vehicles. Peugeot vehicles triumphed at
the Indianapolis 500 three times in the early 20th
Century and the brand to this day figures prominently
at other races such as the 24 Hours of Le Mans in
France. The cars are tough to find these days in the
United States. The collector’s website Hemmings.com
lists one 1987 505 GLS model for $6,495 in Nebraska.

Back in the day, Peugeot was known for innovative
engineering “but only by really car-savvy people - and
mainstream American consumers probably didn’t know
anything about them,” said Ivan Drury of
Edmunds.com. At this point, Peugeot has a “clean
slate” in the US, Drury said. Italian brands Fiat and Alfa
Romeo have had mixed success since being intro-
duced in the US a few years. Sales of Fiats nosedived
43.8 percent in 2018 to 15,521, while Alfa Romeo’s sales
dipped 0.6 percent to 23,800.

Karl Brauer of Kelley Blue Book warned that Fiat’s
performance in the US could be a template for what
happens with Peugeot. Fiat “bailed out at roughly the
same time that Peugeot bailed out and then it came
back into the market almost a decade ago and it’s nev-
er really gotten a strong following,” Brauer said. “I
think it’s going to be a big challenge for them.”

But Dominique said Jaguar Land Rover and Subaru
were two examples of brands that had succeeded in
carving out niche offerings in cars. “The idea is to
focus on customer satisfaction and profitability, not
volumes,” Dominique said. “When the volume justifies
the investment then we will consider industrialization.”
Peugeot launched a car-sharing application,
Free2Move, in October in Washington DC. The cars for
now are General Motors vehicles, but Peugeot is
working to have its own models used.  —AFP

For Morocco Jewish 
activist, Zionism 
feeds anti-Semitism 

For rights activist Sion Assidon, a
Moroccan of Jewish descent who
also describes himself as Berber

and Arab, Zionism breeds anti-
Semitism in today’s Arab world but
aversion to Israel’s policies is not a
form of racism. “Anti-Zionism is a polit-
ical position and if declaring oneself to
be ‘anti-Zionist’ is seen as a racist act,
that is serious,” said the 70-year-old
campaigner who opposes French
President Emmanuel Macron proposal
to turn anti-Zionism into a crime. For
Assidon, “we must not limit ourselves
to condemning one form of racial
hatred alone, forgetting Muslims and
gypsies,” for example. Why pass on
Islamophobia? he asks.

Assidon is an activist to the bone. He
spent 12 years behind bars, from 1972
to 1984, for “endangering national
security” during the reign of the late
King Hassan II, along with dozens of
other opposition figures. Last month,
he took part in a demonstration in
Casablanca, Morocco’s economic capi-
tal, called by the Boycott, Divestment
and Sanctions (BDS) movement against
a concert by Enrico Macias in protest
at pro-Israeli positions adopted by the
French singer, who is of Algerian Jewish
descent.

Although a renowned critic of the
authorities, the leftist activist does
share the same analysis as King
Mohammed VI on one point at least:
you can oppose Israel’s policy of set-
tlement building on Palestinian land at
the same time as standing up for the
coexistence of religious identities.

‘Coexistence’ 
“You mustn’t confuse Zionism with

Judaism: The Israeli government says it
represents Jews the world over, but
that’s not true,” Assidon insisted. A
keen historian and business owner
based in Mohammedia, a city on the
Atlantic between Rabat and

Casablanca, Assidon believes “anti-
Semitism is above al l  a form of
Judaeophobia within the European
space l inked to the view of the
(Catholic) Church” over the centuries.

“In Arab countries, religious differ-
ences can create tensions but nobody
accuses the Jews of having killed the
son of God,” he said, while pointing
out that Jews in Morocco and other
Muslim countries benefit from the sta-
tus of “People of the Book” and the
protection it grants. In Morocco, the
preamble of its constitution pays trib-
ute to Hebrew roots and Jews have
held ministerial posts and served as
royal advisors.

In an initiative by the palace, proj-
ects have been launched to renovate
Jewish cemeteries and urban districts
that used to be home to a community of
between 200,000 and 300,000 Jews
that shrank amid waves of emigration
linked to the 1948 creation of Israel and
Morocco’s independence from France
in 1956. Sion Assidon hails from a trad-
ing family who decided to stay on in
the land of their birth. He may be an
atheist, but he is still subject to “the law
of the rabbis” which for the Jews of
Morocco takes the place of the family
code linked to sharia Islamic laws.

Although Moroccan Jews now num-
ber less than 3,000, the community is
still the largest in the Arab world. And
despite the absence of diplomatic rela-
tions, Israeli tourists are welcome to
travel to Morocco and visit the region’s
only Hebrew art and history museum,
founded in 1998 in Casablanca.
“Coexistence between communities has
worked quite well, but today there’s a
dangerous slide: the Jews, far fewer in
number, are becoming an abstraction
and their image, in the minds of the
young, tends to be reduced to the one
who is imposing the brutal occupation
of Palestine,” said Assidon.

As a result, according to Assidon,
anti-Semitism in Morocco and other
Arab countries is fed in part by the
resurgence of conspiracy theories born
in 19th century Europe and reinforced
by “the total impunity granted to Israel”
despite its policies of “bloody repres-
sion” censored on numerous occasions
by the United Nations.  —AFP

Rising star 
palladium 
shines brightly 

Palladium is blazing a record-break-
ing trail on supply deficit fears,
fuelled by strong demand from car-

makers as more and more consumers
switch from high-polluting diesel to
cleaner vehicles, experts say. The pre-
cious metal, which is used in the manu-
facture of catalytic converters for petrol
engines, scored a record pinnacle on
Tuesday at $1,568 per ounce. The com-
modity, which is mostly mined in Russia
and South Africa, was also buoyed by
supply-side woes and solid demand from
China - despite a recent economic slow-
down in the Asian powerhouse.

Palladium has rebounded sharply
since striking a one-year low of $836 per
ounce in August, when it was rocked by a
strong dollar. “Demand for palladium in
gasoline autocatalysts has seen strong
growth over the last few years, driven by
Chinese growth and a declining diesel
market share following the Volkswagen
scandal,” said Renaissance Capital com-
modities analyst Steven Friedman.

Volkswagen’s pollution-cheating
“dieselgate” scandal has also loomed
large since 2015 because it hurt demand
for diesel-powered vehicles in the longer
term. Germany’s biggest carmaker
lurched into crisis after admitting that it
had fitted as many as 11 million of its
diesel cars with software capable of fool-
ing official pollution tests.

Golden palladium 
In December meanwhile, palladium

eclipsed gold in dollar terms for the first
time in 16 years, and it has so far traded
above gold for most of 2019. It has bene-
fited from weakening demand for high-
polluting diesel cars that face tighter reg-
ulation worldwide. In stark contrast, sis-
ter metal platinum - a key component in
converters for diesel engines - languishes
not too far from a 10-year low that was
struck last August.

Diesel accounted for 36 percent of
new car registrations worldwide in

2018, according to data from automo-
tive research consultancy Jato
Dynamics. That was sharply down from
44 percent in 2017, while the figure had
stood at a record high 55 percent in
2011. As a result, automotive demand for
palladium jumped to a record high of
8.66 million ounces in 2018, up three
percent from 2017, according to the
world’s largest palladium refiner
Johnson Matthey. Both platinum and
palladium remain supported, to varying
degrees, by tight global supply.

Tight supplies 
“In 2018, the (palladium) market was

in a structural deficit for the ninth con-
secutive year in a row,” noted Russia’s
Norilsk Nickel, which is the world’s
biggest palladium producer. And thanks
to runaway prices, Norilsk Nickel
enjoyed a 44-percent boom in net profit
in 2018 to $3.1 billion (2.7 billion euros)
from 2017. The palladium deficit shrank
slightly last year, with global demand
outstripping supply by 29,000 ounces in
2018, according to Johnson Matthey.

However, the situation appears set to
worsen significantly this year thanks to
tighter emissions regulation. Johnson
Matthey forecasts the deficit in 2019 to
hit 1.0 million ounces. “The deficit in the
palladium market looks set to widen dra-
matically in 2019, with stricter emissions
legislation forecast to stimulate double-
digit rises in palladium demand from
European and Chinese automakers,”
warned Johnson Matthey in its February
market outlook.

The threat of strikes at South African
mines - which together account for some
40 percent of global production - could
worsen the situation. But some analysts
argue that a correction in the volatile pal-
ladium market is now overdue. “The pal-
ladium market is probably one of the
smallest commodity markets,” Natixis
analyst Bernard Dahdah told AFP. “More
likely one market player, someone is
speculating by buying so much,” he said,
adding some commentators indicate
Russia could be behind such a move. By
Friday on the London Platinum and
Palladium Market, the price of palladium
rose to $1,540.93 per ounce from
$1,490.57 a week earlier. Platinum mean-
while increased to $863.14 an ounce from
$832.14.  —AFP
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Uber aims to be ‘Amazon of transportation’
Jump electric bicycle and scooters available to rent by-the-mile through the Uber smartphone application are seen near a road in Santa Monica, California on Feb 26, 2019 . —AFP


