
SHENYANG: A worker drives a tricycle to deliver packages to customers in Shenyang in China’s northeastern Liaoning province. —AFP 
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report; leaked data shows slump

SHANGHAI: Formed in the Hangzhou flat of co-founder
Jack Ma in 1999, Alibaba has ridden the seemingly insa-
tiable Chinese appetite for online shopping to become
one of the world’s most valuable companies. On Friday,
the US-listed company confirmed plans to add its value
further, but listing additional shares in Hong Kong in an
offering worth around $13 billion. Here are the answers
to key questions about the company:

How did Alibaba start? 
Ma, a former English teacher who claims to have

never written a line of computer code, had dabbled in
various ventures with mixed success before friends
introduced him to the internet while on a 1990s trip to
the United States. With Amazon already making waves
in online shopping, Ma convinced a group of Chinese
and foreign friends to front $60,000 in 1999 for a
business-to-business e-commerce venture. Ma
dubbed it “Alibaba” because the name is easily pro-
nounced in virtually any language, including Chinese,
and because the “open sesame” catchphrase signified
that its platforms “open a doorway to fortune for small
businesses”, according to the company.

Why has it been so successful? 
Alibaba was founded at a time when Chinese

incomes were soaring after decades of rapid economic
growth and the country was becoming increasingly
digitalized. That allowed Alibaba to easily facilitate
commerce between consumers increasingly hooked on
the ease of online shopping, and the country’s count-
less manufacturers of cheap goods.

Today, China has the world’s largest online popula-
tion-in excess of 850 million-most of them smartphone
users deeply immersed in the country’s growing digital
ecosystem and e-commerce. The business generated
by Alibaba’s own mobile monthly active users-which
reached 785 million in the most recent financial latest
quarter-propelled rapid growth, and in September
2014, the company listed on Wall Street, raising $25
billion in what remains the largest IPO ever.

What does it do? 
E-commerce remains the company’s bread and but-

ter, conducted mainly via its largely consumer-to-con-
sumer Taobao site and the more business-to-consumer
Tmall, and typically paid for via its digital-payments

unit Alipay, which has become a pioneer in that sector.
Through Alibaba’s platforms, Chinese consumers can
buy a wide array of products from clothing to elec-
tronics, food, luxury products and even more unusual
goods-including Boeing 747 cargo planes. 

But Alibaba’s success has seen it invest heavily in
new business lines as well. It owns leading Chinese
video streaming website Youku, and its Alibaba
Pictures unit in 2016 bought a stake in Steven
Spielberg’s Amblin Partners, which owns DreamWorks
Pictures, among other entertainment ventures. It also is
investing in cloud computing and other aspects of
China’s growing digital ecosystem including the acqui-
sition of Chinese food-delivery leader Ele.me.

How big is it? 
Alibaba is now the most valuable public Chinese

company, with a market capitalisation of around $477
billion as of this week, and one of the top-10 most
valuable in the world, though still trailing US e-com-
merce counterpart Amazon, which is worth around
$870 billion. Alibaba now claims nearly 104,000
employees at its headquarters in Ma’s hometown of

Hangzhou in China’s eastern province of Zhejiang, but
also around China and overseas. The company has in
recent years taken steps to go global, primarily in
Southeast Asia where it runs the Lazada e-commerce
platform. —AFP

What’s Alibaba, China’s e-commerce giant?
E-commerce remains the company’s bread and butter

Amazon alleges ‘bias’ 
in Pentagon awarding 
contract to Microsoft
SAN FRANCISCO: Amazon has challenged the award-
ing of a $10 billion Pentagon cloud computing contract
to Microsoft, alleging “unmistakable bias” in the
process. The 10-year contract for the Joint Enterprise
Defense Infrastructure program, better known as JEDI,
ultimately will see all military branches sharing informa-
tion in a system boosted by artificial intelligence. “It’s
critical for our country that the government and its
elected leaders administer procurements objectively
and in a manner that is free from political influence,” a
spokesperson for Amazon Web Services said.

“Numerous aspects of the JEDI evaluation process
contained clear deficiencies, errors, and unmistakable
bias.” Amazon said it filed a notice in a US court last
week signaling its intent to protest the handling of the
bidding process, which the Department of Defense

maintained was fair. US President Donald Trump has
repeatedly lashed out at Amazon and company founder
Jeff Bezos, who also owns The Washington Post. The
newspaper is among US media outlets most critical in
its coverage of Trump and his administration.

The president told reporters during a news confer-
ence in July that he had asked aides to investigate the
JEDI contract, citing complaints from companies that
compete with Amazon. “I’m getting tremendous com-
plaints about the contract with the Pentagon and with
Amazon... They’re saying it wasn’t competitively bid,”
Trump said. “Some of the greatest companies in the
world are complaining about it, having to do with
Amazon and the Department of Defense, and I will be
asking them to look at it very closely to see what’s
going on.”

From leader to loser 
Amazon was considered the lead contender to pro-

vide technology for JEDI, with its Amazon Web
Services (AWS) dominating the cloud computing arena
and the company already providing classified servers
for other government outfits including the CIA. But the
Pentagon delayed awarding the hefty contract, saying

the process would be reviewed by newly appointed
Defense Secretary Mark Esper, who was selected by
Trump. A new book on the tenure of Esper’s predeces-
sor James Mattis, written by his speechwriter Guy
Snodgrass, contends that Trump told Mattis to “screw
Amazon” out of the JEDI contract.

Microsoft was Amazon’s only rival in the final bid-
ding for the winner-take-all contract, despite employ-
ees urging it to drop out. The Pentagon announced it
was awarding the contract to Microsoft in late
October. Microsoft did not immediately respond to an
email seeking comment late Thursday. Esper ultimate-
ly recused himself from the review process on the
grounds his son works for one of the original bidders,
but backed the award Friday. “I am confident it was
conducted freely and fairly without any type of out-
side influence,” he told reporters in Seoul, where he
was beginning an Asia tour.

‘Paradigm changer’ 
Microsoft chief Satya Nadella and Amazon’s Bezos

are “laser focused” on what has the potential to be a
$100 billion market for government projects, according
to Wedbush analyst Daniel Ives. Amazon’s protest of

the JEDI procurement process is not likely to change
the decision, the analyst said. “We ultimately believe
this is a paradigm changer for Microsoft who will
remain the lone winner,” Ives said, calling Amazon’s
loss a “black eye” for the company and Bezos.

Microsoft should be able to beef up its cloud serv-
ices with money from the major military contract,
increasing the odds of beating AWS more often in a
market expected to see $1 trillion in cloud spending in
the coming decade, according to the analyst.
Microsoft reported that profits rose 21 percent in the
recently ended quarter on the back of its thriving
cloud computing business which has become a core
focus for the US technology giant.

The tactic is a major switch from the way the
Redmond-based company built its empire selling
packaged software to computer users. Amazon, one
of the world’s most valuable companies, has expand-
ed from its origins in e-commerce to cloud services,
streaming media, artificial intelligence and other
ventures. AWS accounted for nearly $9 billion in
revenue in the recently-ended quarter, with growth
in the cloud computing unit up 35 percent from a
year ago. —AFP

PARIS: Photo shows the logo of the Chinese multinational e-
commerce, retail, internet, and technology conglomerate,
Alibaba group app for smartphone in Paris. —AFP


