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BARCELONA: Organizers of the World Mo-
bile Congress said yesterday they have can-
celled the world’s top mobile trade fair due
to fears stemming from the coronavirus that
sparked an exodus of industry heavyweights.
The mobile fair is one of the biggest events
worldwide to be cancelled so far owing to
the virus that has killed more than 1,100 peo-
ple to date. The announcement came after
the GSMA, the mobile trade association that
organizes the annual show, met to decide the
fate of the event that had been planned to
run in Barcelona from February 24-27.

“The GSMA has cancelled MWC
Barcelona 2020 because the global concern
regarding the coronavirus outbreak, travel
concern and other circumstances, make it
impossible for the GSMA to hold the event,”
a statement said. It added that the decision
was made with “due regard to the safe and
healthy environment in Barcelona and the
host country,” and that host city parties un-
derstood the cancellation.

Just hours before the meeting took place,
Vodafone, Nokia, Deutsche Telekom,
Britain’s BT and Rakuten of Japan had pulled
out, following in the footsteps of Intel, Face-
book, Cisco and China’s Vivo. A source close
to the event had said that organizers were
wary of being left with a cancellation bill of
about euro 100 million ($110 million). They
faced resistance from authorities about de-
claring a health emergency in Spain which
would allow insurance to cover the costs. So
far, Spain has only registered two confirmed
cases of infection, on offshore islands.

The annual congress normally draws

more than 100,000 people, including be-
tween 5,000 and 6,000 participants from
China, organizers say. But this year, partici-
pation was hammered by the viral outbreak
which has infected around 44,600 people.

‘Working for months for nothing’ 
The decision is certain to be a major blow

for Barcelona, as the huge trade show was
forecast to bring in almost euro 500 million,
organizers said. “It’s the high point of the
year,” said Ignacio Arias, manager of the AC
Som Marriott hotel which lies very close to
the venue where the conference has been
held since 2006. “During the four days of the
congress, the hotel is fully occupied with the
highest rates of the year. There’s no other
week like it,” he said, with his words echoed
by fellow hoteliers.

“We were supposed to host the team as-
sembling Sony’s stand but they haven’t
turned up. Ericsson has cancelled 30 rooms,
and Intel and LG have cancelled their meet-
ing rooms,” said the manager of another
nearly hotel who did not want to give her
name.  “It feels like we’ve been working for
months for nothing. This year has been
pretty sluggish so far and this is just going
to finish us off.” 

Ride-sharing firms were also on edge. “This
period accounts for 20 percent of our yearly
income,” said Jose Maria Goni who runs
Unauto, a fleet of vehicles for hire with drivers.
Trade shows have been hit by the virus on sev-
eral continents, and while Asia’s biggest air-
show in Singapore went forward nonetheless,
more than 70 exhibitors cancelled.

‘Epidemic of fear’ 
The cancellations began on Feb 4 when

South Korea’s LG Electronics, which occupies
one of the largest spaces at the show, said it
was pulling out to “remove the risk of expos-
ing hundreds of LG employees to interna-
tional travel... as the virus continues to spread
across borders”. With the exception of Apple,
most major smartphone manufacturers typi-
cally present their new products and innova-
tions at the congress. Before the cancellation,
China’s top smartphone maker Huawei as well
as its smaller rival ZTE, had pledged their ex-
ecutives and staff would undergo a self-im-

posed two-week quarantine period, while
ZTE said its stand and equipment would be
disinfected daily. The organizers had also
sought to reassure exhibitors, saying they
would step up security measures, impose re-
strictions on visitors from China and have staff
on hand to take visitors’ temperatures.

But it wasn’t enough, and the trickle of
withdrawals quickly turned into a deluge with
dozens of companies pulling out of the show.
Regional health minister Alba Verges tried in
vain to reassure participants on Wednesday,
saying that the only epidemic in Barcelona “is
an epidemic of fear”.  —AFP
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BARCELONA: A worker takes pictures outside the Mobile World Congress venue yesterday at the Fira Barcelona
Montjuic centre. —AFP

IMF says new 
Lebanon govt 
requested advice 
WASHINGTON: A day after receiving a vote of confidence
from parliament, the government in Beirut on Wednesday
asked the International Monetary Fund to provide advice on
its economic plan, a fund spokesman said. However, the IMF
statement made no mention of financial assistance for crisis-
battered Lebanon. The authorities asked for “advice and tech-
nical expertise on the macroeconomic challenges facing the
economy,” IMF spokesman Gerry Rice said in a statement.

Part of the mission of the Washington-based crisis lender
is to offer “advice to its member countries on policies and
reforms to restore macro-stability and promote growth.”
However, “any decisions on debt are the authorities’, to be
made in consultation with their own legal and financial ad-
visors,” Rice said. The country is on the brink of defaulting
on its sovereign debt, with a $1.2 billion Eurobond payment
due next month.—AFP

SAS ad about 
Nordic traditions 
sparks furor 
COPENHAGEN: A new commercial from airline SAS chal-
lenging the authenticity of Scandinavian traditions has pro-
voked furor in the form of cyber attacks, a wave of social
media anger, and bomb threats against the ad agency behind
it. Yesterday morning, Danish police cordoned off the area
around the Copenhagen offices of the ad agency which cre-
ated the newly released commercial, according to an AFP re-
porter at the scene.

Copenhagen police said a bomb threat had been emailed
to the agency but that they had found nothing of interest to
the police. Published to YouTube on Tuesday, the ad asks
“What is truly Scandinavian?,” and then answers with “ab-
solutely nothing... everything is copied”. It then goes on to list
the origin of iconic Scandinavian staples like Swedish meat-
balls - which were originally imported from Turkey.

SAS, founded jointly by Sweden, Denmark and Norway in
1946, said in a statement that the commercial was meant to
convey the message “that travel enriches us”, but others saw
it as an attack on Scandinavian culture. “What complete damn

nonsense and self-loathing,” Richard Jomshof, a Swedish
member of parliament representing the populist Sweden De-
mocrats, wrote in a post to Facebook.

In Denmark, Soren Espersen, vice president of the anti-im-
migration Danish People’s Party, told Danish newspaper Ek-
strabladet that he was shocked. “The government has to say
that enough is enough,” Espersen said. Both promised never
to fly with the airline again. Rival airline Norwegian also seized
on the opportunity to poke fun at SAS by posting an image of
a cheese slicer to Facebook with the caption: “Luckily, no one
can take the cheese slicer from us.” SAS, which transports
around 30 million passengers every year and employs 10,000
people, is 70 percent controlled by institutional and private
investors with the remaining 30 percent shared almost equally
by Sweden and Denmark. Contacted by AFP, the Swedish and
Danish governments had no immediate comment. Facing a bar-
rage of reactions, SAS on Wednesday temporarily took the
commercial down from their social media accounts.

The company said, however, that the “pattern and volume”
of reactions meant it suspected “an online attack and that the
campaign has been hijacked”. When asked by AFP, SAS did
not indicate whether it intended to lodge a complaint, and the
intelligence services would not confirm if they had opened an
investigation. The campaign has since been reinstated and yes-
terday the video had almost 320,000 views on YouTube.
Comments had been disabled but the video had nearly 59,000
dislikes, and only 3,700 likes.  —AFP


