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NEW YORK: American TikTok users reacted with
a collective shrug Friday to the US move to ban new
downloads of the video-sharing app-but many are
already planning an exit to other platforms should
the clampdown lead to an outright ban.

“Oh my God! Ok! It’s happening! Everybody stay
calm!” TikToker Nick Foster told his 577,000 fol-
lowers, dubbing a video of himself with audio of
actor Steve Carell’s character on the series “The
Office” panicking during a fire alarm. Although
young users on the platform, who make up its pri-
mary base, don’t seem to have paid much attention
to the government’s announcement, the older ones
have reacted. “Thank you for the fun times,” posted
The Buyin King, a 22-year-old investor with
438,000 followers.  Some users were pragmatic,
pointing out that for those who already had the app
little would change between Sunday, when the gov-
ernment ban on downloads will go into effect, and
November 12, the cutoff date set by President
Donald Trump’s administration.

The administration has targeted TikTok, owned
by Chinese tech giant ByteDance, over national
security, escalating a fight with Beijing over the dig-
ital technology. The November 12 deadline poten-
tially allows for a tie-up between TikTok and a US
company to safeguard data to allay Washington’s
security concerns. “This is posturing,” said Jeff
Couret, a consultant with 376,000 TikTok followers.
“For Trump it’s a way of showing TikTok that he
means business but without hurting them too
much.” However, most of those who have built a fol-
lowing on TikTok are getting ready to pack their
bags, regardless of the ultimate outcome. For peo-
ple who make a living off of their presence on the

social network-such as star Addison Rae, who
boasts 60.9 million followers and earned $5 million
between June 2019 and June 2020, according to
Forbes magazine-the financial stakes are high.

For weeks now, many TikTok users have been
sharing their Instagram and YouTube accounts on
their profiles, preparing their fans for a jump to
greener pastures.

Competitors 
Even TikTok’s gold standard, Charli D’Amelio-

who, with 87.5 million followers at just 16 years old,
is the platform’s most popular creator-announced
Tuesday a non-exclusive partnership with Triller, a
similar platform, where she already has 1.1 million
subscribers. Bryce Hall, Nessa Barrett and Chase
Hudson-largely unknown among the over-20-year-
olds but with more than 10 million TikTok followers
each-have also started Triller accounts.

In a sign of the times, Trump himself, who never
dipped his toe into TikTok’s waters, has made his
debut on Triller, where he already has 953,000 fol-
lowers. In August, Triller announced it had been

downloaded 250 million times since it was created,
a figure that was disputed by analytics firm
Apptopia, which put the number of downloads clos-
er to 52 million.

The app is not the only one positioning itself to
rise from the ashes of titan TikTok, which has been
downloaded two billion times worldwide and has
100 million users in the US alone. Also lying in wait
are Byte (no relation to TikTok’s parent company
ByteDance), which was launched in January, as well

as Likee-which Apptopia says was downloaded 7.2
million times in the US between February and
August-and Dubsmash. Not to mention Instagram
and YouTube, which have extended their tentacles
with Reels and YouTube Shorts, respectively, the
test versions of which launched opportunely in the
past few months. The winner “will be the one that
the loyal TikTok users perceive as being the ‘cool’
place to be,” said James Mourey, a marketing pro-
fessor at DePaul University. — AFP
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WeChat, TikTok
ban is test for 
open internet
WASHINGTON: The US ban on Chinese-
owned apps WeChat and TikTok sets up a piv-
otal legal challenge on digital free expression
with important ramifications for the global inter-
net ecosystem. President Donald Trump’s
administration cited national security concerns,
claiming the popular applications could be “sub-
ject to mandatory cooperation with the intelli-
gence services” of Beijing.

Critics said that while the security risks were
unclear, the sweeping ban of popular online
platforms raises concerns about the govern-
ment’s ability to regulate free expression under
the US constitution’s First Amendment.

“It’s a mistake to think of this as (only) a
sanction on TikTok and WeChat. It’s a serious
restriction on the First Amendment rights of US
citizens and residents,” said Jameel Jaffer, direc-
tor of the Knight First Amendment Institute at
Columbia University. Hina Shamsi of the
American Civil Liberties Union agreed that the
order poses constitutional questions and called
it an “abuse of emergency powers” by Trump
that creates more security issues than it solves
by blocking app fixes and updates.

Limited functionality 
The ban set to take effect Sunday prohibits

downloads of TikTok, a popular video-sharing
app with some 100 million US users, and
WeChat, a Chinese super-app used for messag-
ing, shopping, payments and other services, with
some 19 million users in the United States.
Officials said WeChat’s functionality would be
affected immediately after the ban takes effect,
even though some services might still work.

TikTok is expected to function through
November 12, the deadline set under an execu-
tive order by Trump, but users would not be able
to download updates to the video app. The
move ratchets up the pressure on TikTok parent
firm ByteDance to strike a deal with a US part-
ner that would allay Washington’s data security
concerns, with Silicon Valley tech giant Oracle in
talks to be part of a group that would put
TikTok in American control.

The latest ban, critics say, could create more
cracks in a fragmenting global internet system
by allowing governments freer rein in blocking
services. “Trump’s decision is likely further to
splinter the internet,” said Darrell West, director
of the center for technology innovation at the
Brookings Institution.

“It will encourage other countries to retaliate
against American companies and raise their own
security concerns against foreign firms. The
result could be several different internets based
on the country of origin.” Facebook-owned
Instagram chief Adam Mosseri voiced similar
concerns, tweeting that “a US TikTok ban would
be quite bad for Instagram, Facebook, and the
internet more broadly.”

Mosseri added that “most of the people who
use Instagram are outside the US, as is most of
our potential growth. — AFP

Singapore metals
exchange touts 
gold to masses
SINGAPORE: Fancy owning your own gold bars
that you can admire and take selfies with?  With the
coronavirus fuelling demand for safe-haven assets
for investors to park their cash, a Singapore
exchange is offering mom-and-pop investors what it
says is an easier way to get their hands on the pre-
cious metal. The Singapore Precious Metals
Exchange is seeking to do away with the notion
trading in bullion is only for professional investors or
the super-rich, by offering small amounts for reason-
able prices that can be bought using a phone app.

“When we first started our business a decade
ago, obviously we attracted the elite group, people
who had money,” chief executive Victor Foo said.
“But it’s our aspiration to be able to reach the mass
market.”  The price of an ounce of gold topped
US$2,000 for the first time last month-fuelled by
worries about the economic impact of the virus as
well as future inflation-and Foo says sales have risen. 

But 80 percent of his customers are still high-
net-worth individuals and the exchange’s most pop-

ular offering is a one kilogram (2.2 pound) gold bar-
setting them back more than US$60,000. Foo is,
however, keen to stress you can start much smaller.
For around US$70 you can buy one gram-a wafer
the size of an SD memory card-while mini-bars
weighing five, ten, 50 and 100 grams are also avail-
able. SGPMX says it is the world’s first precious
metals exchange entirely backed by physical bul-
lion, and investors can turn up whenever they like to
admire their trove.

While virus-related travel curbs have halted
most visits from overseas for now, there is a steady
stream in usual times-with Japanese particularly
keen to check out their investments. 

“They visit us once a year, they see their thing,
take pictures, ‘wefie’, then they go,” Foo said. The
bullion is stored at Le Freeport, a fortified, Fort
Knox-like vault near the city-state’s main airport set
up to house treasures from around the world and
private art collections. Security is tight-the gold is
kept inside vaults protected by massive metal doors
and thick walls that block mobile phone signals.

Most investors are from Europe and the United
States, but Foo predicts the number from Asia will
increase in the coming years.  It may be hard to
change age-old habits however. While gold is popu-
lar among many Asian communities, it is typically
bought in the form of jewelry to give as gifts at spe-
cial occasions, rather than in bars and coins.  — AFP

The TikTok logo is displayed in front of a TikTok in Culver City, California. US officials on Friday ordered a
ban on downloads of the popular Chinese-owned mobile applications WeChat and TikTok from today
saying they threaten national security. — AFP

Fiscal fizzle saps 
US economic 
recovery 
WASHNGTON: This week’s economic data offers
fresh hints that the US recovery will slow without
new federal aid, a possible blow to President
Donald Trump’s reelection bid, especially since any
new spending before the Nov 3 presidential elec-
tion seems unlikely. A slowdown in US consumer
spending in August provided the clearest evidence
this week that as millions of Americans lost the extra
unemployment benefits that had sustained their
finances in the early months of the COVID-19
recession, they have begun to cut back.

In an economy where consumer spending
accounts for two-thirds of the total output, less
shopping means less overall growth. The number of
Americans filing new claims for unemployment
dropped less than expected, and applications for
the week before were revised up, suggesting the
labor market recovery has plateaued.

Meanwhile, a Fed survey released Friday showed
that American households were better off financially
in July than they were in the first months of the cri-
sis, in large part because of their access to govern-
ment aid. Other data this week indicate the recovery
is ongoing in some parts of the economy.

US factory production increased for a fourth
straight month in August, and confidence rose to a
record among single-family homebuilders, who saw
a boost to demand from low interest rates and pan-
demic-fueled demand for homes suited to remote
work. Broad consumer sentiment also picked up in
September, a report showed Friday. Democrats
grew more upbeat about the economy’s outlook
while Republicans’ enthusiasm dipped, but overall
consumer optimism is still down compared with
before the crisis.

Stimulus is coming, eventually
Next week Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell

is scheduled to address lawmakers at three separate
hearings, where he will undoubtedly make the same
observation he has repeatedly made for months,
including after this week’s policymaking meeting:
more stimulus “is likely to be needed” for the recov-
ery to continue.

The House, controlled by Democrats, and the
Senate, controlled by Republicans, are deadlocked
on any stimulus bill, and there’s little chance of it
passing before the election. Eventually, Congress
will pass some pandemic relief, no matter who wins
the presidential contest. But it’s likely to be less
under Trump, a Republican, than under Democratic
presidential nominee Joe Biden.

“If Trump wins and (Republicans) retain control
of the Senate and the president says he wants more
stimulus, Republicans will find a way to go along
with that,” said Eric Winograd, senior economist at
AllianceBernstein. “If Biden wins, you would get
bigger stimulus.” Goldman Sachs economists said

they would likely boost their fourth-quarter GDP
forecast if Biden wins and Democrats retake the US
Senate, because Democrats would approve a
spending package larger than the $1 tril l ion
Goldman has penciled in.

Voters focused on virus
Despite overall concerns about the strength of the

recovery, and millions out of work since the pandemic
hit, a recent Reuters/Ipsos poll found that 45 percent
of US adults think Trump is the better candidate for
rebuilding the economy. That’s compared with 36 per-
cent who say Biden would be better. But the same poll
showed that likely voters were much more concerned
about a candidate’s ability to fight the coronavirus and
restore trust in government, both issues on which vot-
ers gave Biden a lead. COVID-19 has killed more than
197,000 in the United States since the pandemic
began. New daily cases are now averaging about
40,000, about 60 percent of the July peak. — Reuters

A slowdown in US consumer spending in August provided the clearest evidence this week that as millions of
Americans lost the extra unemployment benefits that had sustained their finances in the early months of the
COVID-19 recession, they have begun to cut back. — Reuters 

SINGAPORE: Victor Foo, chief executive of the Singapore
Precious Metals Exchange (SGPMX), holding 1kg gold bars
during a media tour at his office in Le Freeport, a private,
maximum-security vault in Singapore.—- AFP


