
PARIS: Accelerating the transition to an ever more digi-
tal existence, the coronavirus pandemic has tightened
tech giants’ grip on billions of customers’ lives.
Governments and users are belatedly coming to terms
with the power held by the likes of Apple and Amazon,
particularly in focus this year thanks to their role in
everything from setting up video meetings to doing our
shopping for us.

Most of the planet has spent at least part of 2020 in
lockdown, and as Western consumers clicked through
Google and Facebook, hundreds of millions of Chinese
users turned to Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent or Xiaomi. These
“superstars” of online capitalism “have given the impres-
sion, in this world where so many things that seemed sol-
id are now fragile, that they are above it all and even
invincible,” said Paris-based economist Joelle Toledano.

While governments are spending trillions of dollars to
avoid widespread bankruptcies and mass unemployment,
shares of these companies have been rising since
January: Facebook’s stock is up 35 percent, Amazon 67
percent and Apple 68 percent.

Zoom, created in 2011 by a Californian engineer, has
watched its share price jump 600 percent in 2020, while
Airbnb’s share value doubled on the day of its IPO.
Meanwhile Chinese apps, long confined to the local mar-
ket, are exploding in app stores around the world:
notably TikTok but also SHEIN for clothes shopping and
another video sharing platform, Likee. 

Taking back control 
The pandemic may have strengthened these high-fly-

ing digital giants, but it has also energized calls to regu-

late the conglomerates which continue to expand through
hundreds of acquisitions. “Until 2017, the benefits, espe-
cially in terms of innovation, were considered to outweigh
the damage,” said Toledano, who has written a book
about taking control back from Google, Amazon,
Facebook and Apple. 

That has changed, however, as they now stand
accused of not paying enough taxes, unfair competition,
stealing media content and spreading fake news. The
European Union has unveiled an ambitious set of new
rules to clip their wings, ranging from limits to their pow-
er over the market to cracking down on hate speech and
requirements for transparency over algorithms.

Drawing lessons from past failures-delayed and
drawn-out procedures and weak penalties-the Digital

Services Act could see companies face crippling fines or
even bans from the EU market for breaches. The bloc’s
competition chief Margrethe Vestager has said the draft
laws would bring “order to chaos” online, reining in the
massive “gatekeepers” who dominate markets.

The United States is also acting on competition con-
cerns, with US federal and state antitrust enforcers filing
suits against Facebook on December 9 seeking to over-
turn its acquisitions of Instagram and WhatsApp. “For
nearly a decade, Facebook has used its dominance and
monopoly power to crush smaller rivals and snuff out
competition, all at the expense of everyday users,” Letitia
James, New York’s attorney general, said. 

In October the Justice Department and 11 states
launched proceedings against Google, accusing it of hav-
ing illegally strengthened its monopoly on online searches
and advertising.

In China, meanwhile, authorities have been tightening
regulation of content for several months, and recently
announced new rules for e-commerce. November’s dra-
matic suspension of the IPO for online payment giant Ant
Group-which was expected to raise a record $34 billion-
was interpreted by many observers as a shot across the
sector’s bows from the Chinese government.

And last week, market regulators launched an anti-
monopoly investigation into Ant parent company Alibaba
shortly after Communist Party leaders vowed to crack
down on “disorderly capital expansion”.

Little economic damage 
Despite public outcry over their failings to rein in mis-

information or hate speech, among other things, tech

companies have seen little impact on their bottom line. In
the US, Facebook was boycotted in July by a hundred or
so advertisers against the backdrop of the Black Lives
Matter movement, without any major economic damage.
Ride-hailing platforms Uber and Lyft, which refused to
take on their thousands of drivers as employees as
required by California law, managed to convince voters
there to support them in a crucial referendum in
November. And in France, Amazon is accused of destroy-
ing small business, exploiting its employees and promot-
ing over-consumption with disregard for the environ-
ment-yet the French branch of Jeff Bezos’ company made
record sales during the “Black Friday” sales bonanza.

‘Surveillance capitalism’ 
Shoshana Zuboff, a professor at Harvard Business

School and the author of a book on “surveillance capital-
ism”, has denounced the sale of personal data to adver-
tisers. Speaking on a European Parliament panel last
week, she said Google’s possible acquisition of fitness
wearables maker Fitbit should be blocked. “Google’s
assurances cannot be trusted,” she said.

Some argue that targeted advertising is nothing new,
however. Jacques Cremer, a professor at the Toulouse
School of Economics in France, said it is “normal” that
Facebook, Google or Twitter “use the data they have on
me to show me ads”. “We must regulate the platforms,
but be careful not to make scapegoats of them,” said
Cremer, who last year advised the European Commission
on proposed regulation.  “They are incredibly imaginative
companies, extraordinarily well managed, and offer a high
quality of service.” — AFP
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Brexit trade 
deal gets EU 
green light
BRUSSLES: The European Union gave the green
light yesterday to its post-Brexit trade deal with the
UK, clearing the way for it to come into effect in the
New Year. The British parliament will have to ratify the
deal later this week, but Brussels will apply it provi-
sionally, cushioning the economic shock of the divorce.
Customs and regulatory controls on cross-Channel
commerce will still come into effect on January 1 after
Britain leaves the EU single market.

But there will be no immediate return to a regime
of tariffs and quotas that could have disrupted trade
after Britain’s decision to quit the club. Sebastian
Fischer, spokesman for the German presidency of the
EU, said: “EU Ambassadors have unanimously
approved the provisional application of the EU-UK
Trade and Cooperation Agreement.” Under EU pro-
cedure, the decision by ambassadors from the 27
member states to endorse the plan will take effect at
3:00 pm (1400 GMT) today. But there is no expecta-
tion that any EU members will now slow the adoption
of the trade deal, the fruit of a tortuous 10-month
negotiation.

Germany holds the rotating EU presidency and
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s spokeswoman Ulrike
Demmer said the coalition government has no objec-
tion to the text. “Germany can accept the negotiated
accord,” she said. The European Parliament will want
to study the deal even after its provisional application

and was expected to convene a session in the first half
of next year to ratify it. But yesterday, MEPs were dis-
cussing the possibility of pushing that date back fur-
ther to give themselves more time to study the text and
to watch how relations develop.

‘Trust and support’ 
The member states’ provisional approval will last

until the end of February, but EU parliamentary leaders
asked yesterday for a few more weeks to arrange a
vote in March or April. But if London refuses this
delay, they have agreed to hold a special plenary ses-
sion on or around February 23.   Brussels’ chief nego-
tiator Michel Barnier met the president of the
European Parliament David Sassoli and the MEPs
coordinating EU-UK ties yesterday.

He described the exchanges as “fruitful” and
thanked the MEPs “for their trust and support
throughout this extraordinary negotiation.” British
parliamentarians are to meet on Wednesday to debate
the accord. Although the 2016 Brexit referendum that
set the divorce in motion proved to be extremely divi-
sive, the vote is expected to go smoothly. The MPs
have not had long to study the 1,200-page text, but
Prime Minister Boris Johnson has a comfortable
majority of Conservative MPs in the Commons and has
hailed the accord as a victory. The minority Scottish
National Party will oppose the deal-as it opposed
Brexit-but the main Labor opposition will back it to
avoid further disruption.

The deal offers the British duty-free and quota-free
access to its market of 450 million consumers, and
gives European fishermen access to UK waters for at
least another five-and-a-half years. But it provides for
Europe to impose compensatory measures on British
business if London backslides on standards for state
aid, the environment, labor law and taxation.  — AFP

LONDON: The offices of banking giants HSBC and Barclays are pictured at the secondary central business district of
Canary Wharf on the Isle of Dogs in east London on the bank holiday yesterday. — AFP

China orders Ant 
Group to return to 
online payment roots
BEIJING: Chinese fintech giant Ant Group has
been ordered by regulators to drastically change
its business model and return to its roots as a
payment services provider, as the state squeeze
continues on the once unbridled empire of tech
tycoon Jack Ma. China’s central bank summoned
Ant executives over the weekend and demanded
the company “strictly rectify” its lending, insur-
ance and wealth management services, accord-
ing to a statement released on Sunday. The edict
comes just weeks after Ant Group’s record-
breaking IPO was halted at the last minute by
Beijing, which has been ruthless in its takedown
of a company once vaunted as the poster child
for Chinese technology. Last Thursday regula-
tors also launched an anti-monopoly investiga-
tion into Alibaba-of which Ant Group is a sub-
sidiary-sending the share price of the e-com-
merce giant tumbling and intensifying the trou-
bles of its billionaire founder Ma. 

Alibaba’s dropped nearly nine percent in
Monday trading in Hong Kong, as investors grow
increasingly nervous over a company in the teeth
of Beijing’s regulators. Ant Group made its name
via its main product Alipay, the online payments
platform and super-app that is now deeply
embedded in China’s economy. But the company
also expanded into offering loans, credit, invest-
ments and insurance to hundreds of millions of
consumers and small businesses, spurring fear
and jealously in a wider banking system geared
more for supporting state policy and large cor-
porations. Xinhua news agency reported Ant
Group is now “strictly prohibited from unfair
competition” and is urged to redress its “illegal”
financial activities. —AFP

Ghosn case haunts 
Japan a year 
after shock escape
TOKYO: A year after Japan learned with horror that
Carlos Ghosn had jumped bail to become the world’s
most famous fugitive, the fiasco and its repercussions
continue to haunt the country. Ghosn was living in a
monitored Tokyo apartment awaiting trial on financial
misconduct charges when he casually boarded a train to
Osaka in western Japan on December 29, 2019 with two
accomplices. They smuggled him past customs at
Kansai airport, reportedly in an instrument case, and a
day later he emerged in Beirut, after changing planes in
Istanbul. The former Nissan chief, who holds French,
Lebanese and Brazilian nationality, declared in an
astonishing press conference from Beirut that he had
been forced to flee for fear of an unfair trial.

Stunned Japanese officials took days to respond offi-
cially to his escape, and their extradition demands were
rejected by Lebanon as the countries have no applica-
ble treaty. Facing an Interpol arrest warrant, Ghosn has
remained effectively trapped in Lebanon, even as others
face court over their links to his case. In mid-
September, the trial began against his former Nissan
colleague Greg Kelly, who was also out on bail in Tokyo
when Ghosn escaped. Kelly is accused of having illegal-
ly and deliberately concealed payments of around 9.2
billion yen ($89 million at today’s rates) that were prom-
ised by Nissan to Ghosn upon retirement. Kelly, who
like Ghosn denies any wrongdoing, faces 10 years in
prison if found guilty, and some have claimed the escape
will make prosecutors more determined to win a con-
viction. “Dismissal of the charges would be a devastat-
ing loss of face that would allow Ghosn to crow from his
hideout in Beirut,” wrote Stephen Givens, a Tokyo-
based corporate lawyer, in the Nikkei Asian Review in
October. “Ghosn’s escape has sent the prosecutors up a
tree from which they can no longer climb down. Do not
expect a happy ending,” he added.

Japan reviewing bail system 
Others in the saga also face legal proceedings,

including the alleged accomplices in Ghosn’s escape,
former Green Beret Michael Taylor and his son Peter,
who are fighting extradition from the US to Japan. And
in Istanbul, a court case is continuing against Turkish
employees of a private jet company that was hired to
assist Ghosn’s escape. In Japan, the saga continues to
cast a long shadow. The justice ministry has launched a
review of the country’s bail system with an eye to
strengthening it, including possibly introducing an elec-
tronic monitoring bracelet system.

Ironically, at one point while attempting to win bail,
Ghosn offered to wear a monitoring bracelet but was
rebuffed as it was not yet part of Japan’s bail system.
There is also debate about the country’s judicial system,
and the claim made by critics that Japan uses “hostage
justice”-lengthy detention of suspects before bringing
charges, allegedly in a bid to secure a confession.

Prosecutors in Japan can hold a suspect for up to 23
days for each charge they are investigating, and may
interrogate a detainee without a lawyer during this peri-
od. That leaves suspects “extremely vulnerable”, said
Megumi Wada, a former member of Ghosn’s defence
team in Japan and a researcher for the Japanese
Federation of Bar Associations (JFBA).

But wholesale reform looks unlikely, with the JFBA
largely ignored by the government and carefully avoid-
ing mention of the Ghosn case, instead urging the
respect of rights protected by Japan’s constitution. In
November, Ghosn scored a victory when a UN working
group on arbitrary detention concluded his arrest and
detention in Japan had been “fundamentally unfair”, a
view Tokyo slammed as “totally unacceptable”.

Ghosn is currently beyond the reach of the Japanese
courts and leads a comparatively quiet life, mostly in his
Beirut home, though he recently released a book setting
out his side of his case. He and Nissan continue to pur-
sue each other through various legal actions.
Proceedings in a $95 million lawsuit brought by the
automaker against Ghosn opened in Japan, with Nissan
seeking compensation for what it called “years of his
misconduct and fraudulent activity”.—AFP

2020 emissions: 
Precedent-setting 
or bucking trend?
PARIS: For a few moments in late April of 2020, oil-
normally the lifeblood of the world economy-became
more expensive to store than to pay someone to take it
away. Crude oil’s wildly fluctuating futures prices
reflected the impact of the coronavirus pandemic, with
record falls in greenhouse gas emissions and fossil fuel
demand making 2020 an unexpectedly good year for
the climate.

The United Nations and the Global Carbon Project
both said this month that planet-warming carbon pol-
lution was set to fall seven percent this year, the
largest single-year drop in history. As pressure mounts
on governments to match action to their promises to
slash emissions, such a historic drop is welcome even if
it only came about due to the pandemic.

It puts 2020 roughly in line with what the UN says
is needed to keep the Paris climate deal goal of limiting
warming to 1.5C within reach. But with distribution of
several COVID-19 vaccines ramping up in 2021,

enabling an anticipated global economic rebound, will
2020 be the start of an annual downward emissions
trend, or just a momentary blip?

“I am afraid that if governments do not take major
new policies we may well see that the decline we are
experiencing in emissions this year will rebound,” Fatih
Birol, executive director of the International Energy
Agency, said. “If governments do not put clean energy
policies in their economic recovery packages we will
go back to where we were before the pandemic.”

Birol pointed to China, the world’s largest polluter,
which he said was an “important test run” for how oth-
er nations power their COVID-19 recovery.  “We all
know China was the first country to have the coron-
avirus, the first where there was a lockdown and where
the economy declined,” he said. “But China is also the

first country where the economy rebounded and as of
today Chinese emissions are higher than levels before
the crisis.” The UN in its annual Emissions Gap report
said last week that 2020’s dip in emissions would have
only a “negligible impact” on long-term warming with-
out a profound shift towards green energy.

It said emissions hit a record high in 2019 of 59.1
billion tons of CO2 equivalent-a whopping 2.6 percent
higher than the year before. Yet the countries that pol-
lute the most have prioritized sectors heavily reliant on
fossil fuels in their stimulus packages.

In October, a study by manufacturer Wartsila and
Energy Policy Tracker found that G20 nations had ear-
marked $145 billion for clean energy solutions as part
of their recovery funding. This compared with $216
billion that had been pledged for fossil energy, the
analysis showed. The UN said this month that produc-
tion of oil, gas and coal needed to fall 6 percent annu-
ally through 2030 to stay on a 1.5-C course. Its
Production Gap assessment showed however that
countries plan to increase fossil fuel production 2 per-
cent per year this decade. This is despite record low
costs for renewable energy technology such as solar
and wind. Kingsmill Bond, energy strategist at the
market watchdog Carbon Tracker, said he was confi-
dent that 2019 would turn out to have been the peak in
emissions, as industry wakes up to the new economics
of power. —AFP

This file photo shows the Ant Group headquarters in
Hangzhou, in China’s eastern Zhejiang province. — AFP


