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WASHINGTON: Google’s long-running business
model based on free services and advertising will
be put to the test in the landmark antitrust lawsuit
filed this week by the US Justice Department.

But the government is likely to face challenges
proving monopoly allegations against the tech
firm which grew into one of the world’s most suc-
cessful companies by leveraging its powerful
search engine for a network of services such as
maps, email, shopping and travel that feed its
data-driven digital advertising. Legal experts
point to the fact that it may be difficult to show
Google’s conduct was illegal under the longstand-
ing “consumer welfare” standard in monopoly
cases because its services are largely free.

Avery Gardiner, a former US antitrust enforce-
ment lawyer who researches competition for the
Center for Democracy & Technology, said the
government appears to be skirting the question
of whether Google benefits consumers by offer-
ing free services. The lawsuit “basically ignores
price and focuses on quality and innovation,” she
said. While not entirely a new strategy, “the an-
titrust agencies in the past have been reluctant to
move forward without evidence of price effects,”
Gardiner added.

Data provided by the Justice Department
showed Google controls 88 percent of US search

queries, with the share in the mobile market at 94
percent, and argued that  Google reinforces it
monopoly with its “exclusionary” deals. With a
market value over $1 trillion, Google generated
$161 billion in revenue last year, the bulk of which
comes from digital advertising including mes-
sages linked to people’s search queries.

Not truly free
Christopher Sagers,  a Cleveland State Univer-

sity law professor, said Google’s use of free serv-
ices is unlikely to be a serious hurdle for the
government. Sagers said that Google’s search “is
arguably not truly free, since every search can be
conceived as a transaction in which the consumer
gives their attention to advertisements in ex-
change for search results.” A key element of the
case will be internet advertising which “is a prod-
uct that Google definitely does not give away for
free,” Sagers said.

Maurice Stucke, a University of Tennessee law
professor specializing in antitrust, said the case
appears based not on prices but “the harm to pri-
vacy, data protection and the use of consumer
data.” This takes a broader view of antitrust by
examining the competitive harms to the market-
place and not just prices to consumers, Stucke
said. He said government lawyers have evoked the

Microsoft case from two decades earlier which,
despite the failure to break up the company, re-
sulted in a more open technology landscape.

“The perception is that the Microsoft case un-
leashed significant innovation, because competi-
tors no longer operated in the shadow of

Microsoft,” Stucke said. The case joined by 11
states, all of which have Republican attorneys
general, could take years to play out and comes
against a backdrop of a fierce political backlash
against Big Tech giants which have extended their
dominance in recent years. —AFP
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UK-EU Brexit talks 
back on as clock 
ticks to deadline
LONDON: European Union negotiators headed to London
yesterday to resume Brexit trade talks after Britain called off a
boycott, with both sides vowing to work round the clock to seal
a deal in the time left. Led by chief negotiator Michel Barnier,
the EU team was en route from Brussels after a dramatic break-
through on Wednesday gave Britain an outlet to end days of
brinkmanship and redouble efforts to prevent economic chaos
at the end of the year.

In a joint document, Britain and the EU agreed that Barnier
and UK negotiator David Frost would meet through the week-
end, and continue every day if necessary beyond that to bridge
their yawning differences once a post-Brexit transition ends on
December 31.

However, the 10-point memo cautioned that “nothing is
agreed in these negotiations until a final overall agreement is
reached”. Speaking to Sky News, British policing minister Kit
Malthouse said he had his “fingers crossed” that the new ur-
gency injected into the fraught talks would pay off. 

“Negotiations often involve a bit of temper, and tensions, and
slamming doors, and walking out,” he said. “It’s in the nature of
a negotiation that these things become tense, particularly to-
wards the end when you’re facing a deadline.”

Trawling for compromise 
The breakthrough, which pushed the pound to six-week

highs on currency markets, came hours after Barnier told a ses-
sion of the European Parliament in Brussels that an agreement
was “within our grasp” if both sides compromised.  An EU sum-
mit last week had said any compromises would have to come
from Britain, angering Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s govern-
ment which then threatened to walk away. Barnier also said the
27-nation bloc would proceed on “the basis of legal texts”, sat-
isfying British demands for an intensification of the process to
finalize a treaty.

The extent of state subsidies, how to arbitrate future differ-
ences and fishing rights remain key sticking points that could
still thwart a deal being reached. A spokesperson for Johnson’s
government said if the talks do fail, the UK would end the tran-
sition period on a barebones arrangement with the EU governed
by World Trade Organization quotas and tariffs, “and will pros-
per in doing so”. — AFP 

NEW YORK: Google’s offices stand in downtown Manhattan in New York City.  — AFP

Sunak stumps up 
more help for 
virus-hit businesses
LONDON: British finance minister Rishi Sunak yesterday was
forced to offer more financial help to businesses grappling with a
resurgence of the COVID-19 pandemic, which looks increasingly
likely to derail the economic recovery. Sunak told parliament the
government will shoulder more of the burden for paying employ-
ees’ wages for businesses that are still open but experiencing dif-
ficulty, and offer more money to hospitality companies. The move
marks a turnaround for Sunak after he long resisted calls to extend
the generosity of government support schemes. Opponents have
said it was obvious that more help was needed and that it should
have come sooner.

Britain - the worst-hit European nation during the COVID-19
pandemic with more than 44,000 related deaths - is now seeing a
second wave of the virus, recording 26,688 new cases and 191 deaths
on Wednesday. “I’ve always said that we must be ready to adapt our
financial support as the situation evolves, and that is what we are
doing today. These changes mean that our support will reach many
more people and protect many more jobs,” Sunak said.

Some sectors are now in dire straits. An official survey published
earlier yesterday showed more than a third of hospitality companies
are at risk of going bust. Sunak said he would offer a new grant to
hospitality businesses worth 2,100 pounds per month that can be
claimed retrospectively to August. He also tweaked the Job Support
Scheme designed to dissuade businesses from making people re-
dundant and instead keep workers on reduced hours. — Reuters

OSTEND: Boxes filled with freshly caught fish are unload from the Den
Hoope trawler boat at the Port of Ostend. — AFP


