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SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook on Monday said it
is adding podcasts and “live audio rooms” in a
push to get people talking and take on the fast-
growing audio-based app Clubhouse. “We think a
lot of magic happens at the intersection of audio
formats, as well as at the confluence of text, audio
and video,” Facebook app chief Fidji Simo said in
a blog post.

Facebook’s plan to weave audio offerings into
the social network comes as it works to prevent
losing users to Clubhouse. Facebook has seen a
steady rise in users opting for voice, from audio
calls at the social network to leaving spoken mes-
sages using WhatsApp of Messenger. The Silicon
Valley titan is building new audio creation tools
Simo described as “like having a sound studio in
your pocket.”

The tools will let people create short-form
Soundbites such as jokes, anecdotes, or sponta-
neous thoughts, according to Simo. “While we’re
big believers in the power of short-form audio, we
also know that some stories and conversations
deserve more airtime,” Simo said.

People talking 
More than 170 million people are connected to

Facebook pages centered on podcasts, and some
35 million users are members of podcast fan
groups, but listening to one required leaving the
social network. “Within the next few months, you’ll
be able to listen to podcasts directly on the
Facebook app - both while using the app or when

the app is backgrounded,” Simo said.
As part of the move into podcasts, Facebook

will be expanding its partnership with Spotify so
users can share and listen to podcasts, according
to the company. Facebook also planned to begin
testing Live Audio Rooms, expected the feature
to be available to all users by the middle of this
year. To make its audio offerings sustainable for
the long term, Facebook is building in ways for
people creating content to make money, accord-
ing to Simo.

Creators hosting Live Audio Rooms will be able
to get paid directly by fans, and Facebook plans to
add the option to charge for access, Simo said.
Safety and privacy safeguards are also being
added to audio features, according to the social
network. The news came a day after Clubhouse
said it closed a new funding round as the popular
live audio app struggles to scale up in response to
demand. The latest round gives the startup a valu-
ation of some $4 billion, according to sources.

Launched last year, the San Francisco-based
platform is looking to establish itself as the stan-
dard-bearer for digital audio and has already
inspired copycat products. Facebook’s move is “a
natural response to a competitive threat,” tech
analyst Rob Enderle of Enderle Group. “It you do
nothing, you could become MySpace,” he added,
referring to a pioneering social network that faded
into oblivion after Facebook arrived.

Facebook’s pattern has been to either buy start-
ups the pose potential threats or to copy features

that are attracting users, the analyst noted. While
riding the hot trend in audio-centric online social-
izing is smart of Facebook, squashing Clubhouse
could add to scrutiny it  already faces from

antitrust regulators, according to Enderle. “When
a competitor comes along providing your cus-
tomers something that you aren’t, you don’t have a
lot of choices in how to respond.” —AFP

Dubai leasing firm 
buys Boeing’s 
troubled MAX jets
PARIS: US plane builder Boeing said yester-
day that it had sold 15 of its troubled 737
MAX jets to Dubai Aerospace Enterprise, a
leasing company, for an undisclosed amount.
Worth around $1.8 billion at list prices, it was
“the first direct 737 MAX purchase from
Boeing” by DAE, which had until now been
“buying jets from existing customers and
leasing them back”, the manufacturer said.

The top-selling 737 MAX only returned
to the skies late last  year after being
grounded for 20 months following two fatal
crashes. But carriers this month pulled a
number of individual aircraft from service
over potential electrical faults, including 30
at Southwest Airlines, 16 at United and 17 at
American Airlines. All three US carriers still
have MAX planes in their fleet not affected
by the issue.

DAE chief executive Firoz Tarapore said
in the Boeing statement that his firm is “con-
fident in the success of these aircraft”. “An
increasing number of global aviation regula-
tors are returning the MAX to the skies,”
Tarapore added. DAE’s f leet  numbers
around 425 planes, of which 162 are from
Boeing including the latest order.

Last year it bought up 23 737 MAX from
American Airlines and Brazilian carrier GOL
under deals to lease them back to the carri-
ers. Sold as offering more range, reliability
and fuel efficiency than earlier aircraft, the
737 MAX has also seen recent orders from
Southwest, Ryanair and others. —AFP

Social media giant takes on fast-growing Clubhouse app

Facebook unveils audio 
push, adds podcasts

MENLO PARK, California: In this file photo taken on Oct 23, 2019 a giant digital sign is seen at
Facebook’s corporate headquarters campus. —AFP

China stampede 
into electric cars 
sparks auto buzz 
SHANGHAI: Thought Big Tech was
taking over your life through smart-
phones? It may be coming for your
car next as Chinese firms lead a stam-
pede into auto manufacturing in their
battle for more consumers. Cars are
the next major prize in the battle for
digital territory, industry insiders say,
and the deep pockets and data muscle
of big Chinese tech firms will fuel even
faster growth in “smart-electric” vehi-
cles - and possibly hasten the arrival
of autonomous cars.

In recent weeks, Chinese smart-
phone giants Huawei and Xiaomi, e-
commerce leader Alibaba, and even
DJI, the world’s top drone manufac-
turer, have thrown their hats into the
ring. “This sort of competition is a
good thing and will greatly accelerate
innovation,” William Li, founder, chair-
man and CEO of Chinese electric
vehicle (EV) producer NIO, told AFP
in an interview just ahead of the
Shanghai Auto Show.

The first major auto industry gath-
ering of the year opens to the public
Wednesday with the global sector
looking to China - the world’s biggest

and most rapidly electrifying auto
market - to lead the way into a post-
pandemic future. Sales in China con-
tracted two percent to 25.1 million
vehicles last year - nearly one-third of
the global total - but are rapidly
recovering thanks to the expanding
popularity of electric cars.

Just a tiny fraction of Chinese sales
until recently, EVs accounted for
around nine percent in March,
according to official figures. China’s
government expects new-energy
vehicles - which integrate the most
advanced driving technology - to
comprise 25 percent of car sales by
2025, and recent announcements
appear to bode well.

‘Lightning-fast’ 
Xiaomi, which has rapidly become

one of the world’s biggest smartphone
suppliers, plans to invest $10 billion
over the next decade in a smart EV
subsidiary, and Huawei will invest $1
billion this year. Alibaba-linked
autonomous driving unit AutoX has
partnered with Japan’s Honda to ramp
up testing on Chinese roads.

And tech giant Baidu said Monday
its Apollo autonomous navigation sys-
tem would be installed on one million
vehicles over the next three to five
years. The moves will focus fresh
attention on Apple’s secretive project
to develop a self-driving vehicle. Cars

represent a fresh opportunity for
companies like Huawei, now rushing
to develop its own tech ecosystem
after US sanctions banned it from
using Google’s Android.

Huawei has realized its current
“market limitations”, said Chen
Yusheng, chief technology officer for
procurement analysis firm Shanghai
Autodatas Co. “(Huawei) will enter a
new track in the future, and with its
own advantages, including combining
software and hardware, will help pro-

mote lightning-fast development of
smart cars and autonomous driving,”
Chen said.

Even potential competitors seem
intrigued. “This is very reassuring.
(Tech companies) see there is an
opportunity in this industry, which
means that this industry still has a
very bright future,” said Antoine
Barthes, managing director of the
automaking joint venture Dongfeng
Nissan. “And they are probably going
to shape the industry.” —AFP

SHANGHAI: A Haval HEV car is seen during the 19th Shanghai International
Automobile Industry Exhibition yesterday. —AFP

Hybrid leader 
Toyota turns 
on electrics
SHANGHAI: Toyota, which pioneered
hybrid cars, unveiled Monday plans for its
first global line-up of battery electric vehi-
cles as other carmakers have pulled ahead
in electrification. The Japanese automaker
announced at the Shanghai motor show its
future bZ line, or Beyond Zero, which
should see seven models hitting showroom
floors by 2025. “We’re establishing our-
selves as a full line-up manufacturer,” said
Masahiko Maeda, Toyota Motor
Corporation’s chief technology officer. The
announcement at the Shanghai motor
show was appropriate as China is the only
market where Toyota sells electric versions
of a number of its cars.

The first bZ model, an SUV whose
characteristics and price were not dis-
closed, should reach consumers in just
over a year. The announcement comes just
a month after Volkswagen, which took
back the title of the top carmaker by sales
volume last year from Toyota, unveiled a
massive 46 billion-euro ($55 billion)

investment plan to become the top maker
of electric vehicles by 2025.

All electric 
All of the major automakers such as

Stellantis (Peugeot, Fiat, Chrysler),
Renault-Nissan, GM, Ford, Hyundai-Kia
and China’s Geely (Volvo) have
announced in recent years plans to move
towards electric vehicles. All except for
Toyota, whose line-up is dominated by
hybrids, from the sub-compact Yaris to
the big 4x4 Highlander.

The automaker has only a handful of
battery electric vehicles on sale outside of
China, including the ProAce small van and
the ultra-compact C+pod. That is hang-
over from the poor welcome an electric
version of its Rav4 SUV received in the
United States in 1997 owing to its limited
range and a lack of recharging stations.

Meanwhile, Toyota’s new hybrid Prius
which launched at the same time and
didn’t have range limitations, was a com-
mercial success. “At Toyota we always
look at the needs of our customers,”
Maeda said. “It is necessary for people to
be able to use our products in every envi-
ronment,” he added. But with progress in
battery technology that has expanded the
range of vehicles, the construction of
more charging stations and public subsi-

dies, sales of electric vehicles have
increased. They reached 15.1 percent of
total car sales in Europe in the final three
months of 2020.

10 percent of sales by 2025 
Toyota now believes that it can no

longer do without a complete range of
vehicles that includes hybrids, battery

electric and hydrogen fuel cell vehicles.
The carmaker is now aiming for a target
of 10 percent of its sales from either BEVs
or hydrogen vehicles by 2025. It expects
70 percent of its sales to be standard
hybrids that year, 10 percent plug-in
hybrids, and just 10 percent with internal
combustion engines, said Matt Harrison,
head of Toyota Motor Europe. —AFP

SHANGHAI: A Toyota C-HR EV electric car is seen during the 19th Shanghai
International Automobile Industry Exhibition on Monday. —AFP

RENTON, Washington: In this file photograph taken
on Dec 8, 2015, Boeing’s first 737 MAX named the
“Spirit of Renton” is parked on the tarmac at the
Boeing factory. —AFP

Drugmakers on trial 
over US opioid crisis
SAN FRANCISCO: Four drugmakers, includ-
ing Johnson & Johnson, went on trial Monday
over claims they helped fuel the deadly opioid
epidemic in the United States through decep-
tive marketing that downplayed the risks of
addiction. J&J, Teva, Endo and Allergan are
accused of trivializing the dangers of long-
term use of opioid painkillers to boost sales in
a lawsuit filed by several California counties

and the city of Oakland.
The complaint seeks billions of dollars in

damages to abate the public nuisance it says
the drugmakers created. “Defendants priori-
tized profits over lives and deceived the public
about the real dangers of opioids,” Santa Clara
County attorney James Will iams said in a
statement. Almost 500,000 people in the
United States have died from overdoses
involving prescription or illicit opioids over
the past  two decades, according to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
About 50,000 people died from opioid over-
doses in 2019 alone. 

The plaintiffs- Santa Clara, Los Angeles and
Orange counties, as well as the city of Oakland
- represent 15 million people, or 40 percent of
the most populous American state. In addition
to the damages, they are asking for measures
to prevent deceptive pharmaceutical market-
ing practices in the future.

“While the use of opioids has taken an
enormous toll on the State of California and its
residents, Defendants have realized block-
buster profits. In 2014 alone, opioids generat-
ed $11 billion in revenue for drug companies
like Defendants,” the complaint said.

The lawsuit comes at a particularly bad time

for J&J. The pharmaceutical giant, also tainted
by a scandal related to its talcum-based baby
power, was hoping to restore its reputation
with its coronavirus vaccine. But the shot has
been suspended in the United States, pending
an investigation, after reports that six women
had developed serious blood clots.

Neither J&J nor any of the other companies
responded to AFP’s request for comment.
More than 3,000 lawsuits related to the opioid
crisis have been filed in US courts. In 2019, an
Oklahoma judge ordered J&J to pay a $465
million fine for downplaying the risks of opi-
oids. J&J is appealing. —AFP 


