
WASHINGTON: US lawmakers were yesterday
poised to grill the chiefs of Amazon, Apple, Face-
book and Google about how they wield market-
place power in what promises to be a rare political
spectacle.

The House of Representatives hearing comes
amid rising concerns over Big Tech dominance,
which has become even more pronounced during
the coronavirus pandemic. The unprecedented joint
appearance before the House Judiciary Committee
features Tim Cook of Apple, Jeff Bezos of Amazon,
Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook and Sundar Pichai
of Google and its parent firm Alphabet.

The CEOs of four of the world’s most powerful
companies will testify remotely, less than 100 days
before the US election. It will be the first time Bezos
has testified before a congressional committee.

The world’s richest man will paint online giant
Amazon as an example of US entrepreneurship.

“I believe Amazon should be scrutinized,” Bezos
said in prepared remarks posted online, defiantly
adding that “when you look in the mirror, assess the
criticism, and still believe you’re doing the right thing,
no force in the world should be able to move you.”

Zuckerberg called social media colossus Face-
book a “proudly American company” in prepared
marks ahead of the hearing. “Our story would not
have been possible without US laws that encourage
competition and innovation,” he said.

But, he is to say, the rules of the internet need
updating.

Pichai will highlight how Alphabet is helping
America remain a technology leader in the face of
growing competition. Cook will say scrutiny is “rea-
sonable and appropriate” but that Apple will make
“no concession on the facts.” Apple does not have
a dominant position in any market, and the iPhone
faces fierce competition, according to Cook’s pre-
pared remarks.

Political theater? 
The hearing is part of a congressional probe into

“online platforms and market power” and takes
place against a backdrop of antitrust investigations
in the US, Europe and elsewhere. “The Street will
be laser focused on this next step in the Big Tech
vs. Beltway UFC battle,” Wedbush analyst Daniel
Ives said in a recent note to investors. “Will this be
a grandstanding event with minimal substance or a
potential Fort Sumter moment for the anti-trust mo-
mentum against tech stalwarts?” he wrote, referring
to the opening salvo of the US Civil War.

Avery Gardiner, an antitrust expert at the Center
for Democracy & Technology, said the hearing will
offer a timely focus on key issues around competi-
tion and concentration of economic power.

“People are feeling frustrated with the way our
society is organized, and antitrust is one tool to go
after powerful companies,” she said. Current US
antitrust laws make it difficult for enforcers to target
companies simply for being large or dominant with-
out also showing harm to consumers or abuse of
market power. Because of that, —AFP
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Scientists seek to demonstrate fusion power can be generated sustainably and safely
SAINT-PAUL-LES-DURANCE, France: Fourteen
years after receiving the official go-ahead, scientists
on Tuesday began assembling a giant machine in
southern France designed to demonstrate that nuclear
fusion, the process which powers the sun, can be a
safe and viable energy source on Earth.

The groundbreaking multinational experiment,
known as ITER, has seen components arrive in the
tiny commune of Saint-Paul-les-Durance from pro-
duction sites worldwide in recent months. They will
now be painstakingly put together to complete what
is described by ITER as the “world’s largest puzzle.”

The experimental plant’s goal is to demonstrate
that fusion power can be generated sustainably, and
safely, on a commercial scale, with initial experiments
set to begin in December 2025.

Fusion powers the sun and other stars when light
atomic nuclei fuse together to form heavier ones, re-
leasing huge amounts of en-
ergy in doing so. The
challenge is to build a machine
which can harness this energy
which is meant to be held in
place in the reactor vessel and
controlled by an immensely
strong magnetic field.  “With
fusion, nuclear holds promise
for the future,” French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron said in a message broadcast
to an event Tuesday to mark the official start of as-
sembly.

As a technology, it promises “clean, no-carbon,
safe and practically waste-free energy,” added the
president, who has long advocated nuclear power in
the global fight against climate change driven by the
greenhouse gases produced from the burning of coal,
oil and natural gas.

South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in, for his part,

hailed “the biggest international science project in
human history,” which he said offered hope of a clean,
safe energy source as soon as 2050.

Low-risk
The ITER project was launched in 2006 by 35

countries including the United States, Russia, China,
Britain, Switzerland, India, Japan, South Korea and
the 27 members of the European Union. “Fusion is
safe, with minute amounts of fuel and no physical
possibility of a run-away accident with meltdown” as
with traditional nuclear power stations, the partners
said in a statement.

A further advantage: The fuel for fusion and lithium
to help manage the reaction is found in seawater and
is abundant enough to supply humanity for millions
of years. “A pineapple-sized amount of this fuel is the
equivalent of 10,000 tons of coal,” the partners said.

ITER, the world’s largest
experimental fusion facility, is
meant to produce about 500
megawatts of thermal power,
equivalent to some 200
megawatts of electric energy if
operated continuously, enough
to supply some 200,000
homes. Its “Tokamak” nuclear
fusion reactor will comprise

about a million components in all, some like its hugely
powerful superconducting magnets standing as high
as a four-floor building and weighing 360 tons each.

“Three-dimensional puzzle’
Some 2,300 people are at work on site to put the

massive machine together. “Constructing the machine
piece by piece will be like assembling a three-dimen-
sional puzzle on an intricate timeline,” said ITER’s di-
rector general Bernard Bigot. “Every aspect of

project management, systems engineering, risk man-
agement and logistics of the machine assembly must
perform together with the precision of a Swiss
watch,” he said, adding: “We have a complicated
script to follow over the next few years.”

Once finished, the reactor should be able to recre-
ate the fusion processes that occur at the heart of
stars at a temperature of some 150 million degrees
Celsius, 10 times hotter than the sun

It could reach full power by 2035, but as an exper-

imental project, it is not designed to produce elec-
tricity. If the technology proves feasible, future fusion
reactors would be capable of powering two million
homes each at an operational cost comparable to
those of conventional nuclear reactors, Bigot said.
Such “artificial suns,” however, are criticized by en-
vironmentalists as a cripplingly expensive scientific
mirage. The ITER project is running five years behind
schedule and has seen its initial budget triple to some
20 billion euros ($23.4 billon). — AFP

WASHINGTON:  Erstwhile photo giant Eastman
Kodak will launch a new business manufacturing
pharmaceuticals amid the coronavirus pandemic,
using a $765 million government loan, the company
announced Tuesday.

The loan from  the US International Develop-
ment Finance Corporation (DFC) will fund the cre-
ation of Kodak Pharmaceuticals, which “will
produce critical pharmaceutical components that
have been identified as essential but have lapsed
into chronic national shortage,” the agency said in
a statement.

The firm, which signed a “letter of interest” with
the DFC on Tuesday, will produce “up to 25 percent
of active pharmaceutical ingredients used in non-
biologic, non-antibacterial, generic pharmaceuti-
cals.”  Kodak, once a giant in the world of
photography whose business has struggled in re-
cent years as cell phones have replaced cameras
and film, will expand its existing facilities in
Rochester, New York and St. Paul, Minnesota.

The company said the new pharmaceutical busi-
ness will support 360 direct jobs and 1,200 indi-
rectly.  “By leveraging our vast infrastructure, deep
expertise in chemicals manufacturing and heritage
of innovation and quality, Kodak will play a critical

role in the return of a reliable American pharmaceu-
tical supply chain,” the company’s Executive Chair-
man Jim Continenza said in the statement.

The DFC loan is the first to be made after Pres-
ident Donald Trump in May signed an executive
order aimed at encouraging domestic production of
materials needed to fight COVID-19. While Ameri-
cans consume about 40 percent of the components

used to make generic pharmaceuticals worldwide,
only about 10 percent of those are made in the
country’s borders, the DFC said.

“We are pleased to support Kodak in this bold
new venture,” DFC Chief Executive Adam Boehler
said. “Our collaboration with this iconic American
company will promote health and safety at home
and around the world.” — AFP

A picture shows the exterior of the Takomak seen from the assembly hall during the launch of the assembly
stage of nuclear fusion machine “Tokamak” of the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) in
Saint-Paul-les-Durance, southeastern France, on Tuesday.—AFP
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From photos to pharmaceuticals: The former giant in the world of cameras will now be producing components
of generic drugs.—AFP

LONDON:  British bank Barclays said yesterday that
first-half net profits tumbled by two thirds, as it set aside
£3.7 billion ($4.7 billion, 4.0 billion euros) to deal with
coronavirus fallout, and warned over a possible second
wave. Profit after taxation dived to £695 million in the
six months to the end of June, compared with £2.07 bil-
lion in the same portion of 2019, Barclays said in a results
statement.

And net profit tanked 91 percent to just £90 million
in the second quarter, when it took a £1.6-billion hit from
pandemic turmoil-on top of the £2.1 billion it had set
aside for the first quarter. The cash should help Barclays
weather the increased risks that customers may not be
able to repay bank loans on the back of the coronavirus-
induced recession.

The sharp economic downturn was sparked by the
three-month nationwide lockdown on March 23 which
was not relaxed until early June.

‘Bridge to recovery’ 
“This has been a period focused on supporting our

customers, clients and the UK economy through the
COVID-19 pandemic-providing the people and busi-
nesses that we serve with a bridge to recovery in every
way we can,” said Chief Executive Jes Staley.

“Credit impairment charges increased to £3.7 billion
in the first half due to the forecast impact of COVID-19.”
He added: “While the remainder of 2020 will be chal-

lenging, our diversified model means we can remain fi-
nancially resilient and continue to support our customers
and clients.”

Barclays meanwhile took the vast £3.7-billion charge
despite assistance from the Bank of England and UK
government to help lenders boost lending and keep
businesses afloat. The impact of the coronavirus has
been cushioned somewhat by emergency action from
the BoE and other major central banks, which have to-
gether injected enormous amounts of liquidity-and
thanks to separate government stimulus.

However, Barclays cautioned Wednesday that the
drastic measures were also indicative of the depth of the

downturn following the emergency health crisis. “The
actions taken by the UK government and the Bank of
England, may indicate a view on the potential severity
of any economic downturn and post recovery environ-
ment, which from a commercial, regulatory and risk per-
spective could be significantly different to past crises
and persist for a prolonged period,” it warned.

“The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a weakening in
gross domestic product (GDP) and an expectation of
higher unemployment and lower house prices in the UK.
These factors all have a significant impact on the mod-
elling of expected credit losses by Barclays Bank UK
Group.” —AFP
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