
SAN FRANCISCO: The Consumer Electronics
Show known for crowds, sensory-overload, and deal-
making is relying on technology it has long hawked to
put pizzazz into its first virtual event, kicking off
today. The deadly pandemic that has derailed in-per-
son conferences around the world during the past
year forced the Consumer Technology Association to
follow suit with an online version of the annual gath-
ering in Las Vegas.

“CES is one of the most experiential events in the
world, where attendees can actually see and touch
and experience the latest innovations,” CTA spokes-
woman Jean Foster said during a briefing ahead of the
show. “And while we can’t recreate that magic that
happens in Las Vegas, we can bring our audiences a
new and unique whole digital experience.” Show
organizers worked with Microsoft to build an online
platform, and help exhibitors craft video presenta-
tions, digital press kits, and chat forums for engaging
with attendees. “We really built around the concept of
people being able to interact with each other,” Foster
said, noting that Microsoft Teams video-conferencing
software was a strong component of the platform.

‘Broadcast experience’ 
The digital version of CES will be a “true broad-

cast experience,” the centerpiece of which will be an
online “anchor desk” staffed by social media and tech
news veterans. The anchor desk will stream inter-
views, announcements, analysis, and keynote presen-
tations, as well as recap daily events and preview
what is ahead, according to Foster.

More than 100 hours of CES programming is

planned, with many presentations captioned in more
than a dozen languages. Digital CES is relying on arti-
ficial intelligence to match interests indicated in
attendee profiles with exhibitors, hoping to put a
software spin on the serendipity of stumbling upon
cool products on show-floors. Software will recom-
mend people or exhibitors to connect with, and pro-
vide tools for online meetings or chats.

Mellow media day? 
A media day typically packed with press confer-

ences in Las Vegas ballrooms will be replaced with
streamed video presentations from companies, the list
of which includes Hisense, LG, Samsung and Sony.

Freed from the Las Vegas time zone, CES press con-
ferences will start early-morning New York time and
continue into the evening.

Presentations from keynotes to press confer-
ences will be shorter that  they have been at real-

life CES events to account for limited attention
spans and allow time for fielding questions. CES has
more than 300 speakers lined up, and a heightened
focus on sessions diving into issues such as privacy
and 5G internet. — AFP
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Major CES gadget show turns 
to tech for virtual salvation

LAS VEGAS: In this file photo taken on January 10, 2020, attendees walk through the Las Vegas Convention Center on the
final day of the 2020 Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas, Nevada. Forced by the pandemic to go online, the
massive annual gathering for the technology industry normally held in Las Vegas still wants to be a place for connec-
tions, even if virtual. — AFP photos

Venezuela’s new 
taxi drivers: 
Moonlighting soldiers
SAN CRISTOBAL: In crisis-hit Venezuela, even
soldiers are struggling to make ends meet on meager
salaries rendered practically worthless by the highest
inflation in the world and have taken to moonlight-
ing-as taxi drivers. Some have taken to sneaking out
of their barracks to pick up customers needing a lift-
a job that can earn them 60 times their monthly
salary with just one trip.

“I’m a father and given the situation in the country,
my salary is worth nothing,” a 39-year-old sergeant
told AFP under the condition of anonymity. “I do my
taxi journeys and I earn much more than in my other
job-that’s why I do it,” he added. The sergeant can
earn more than $500 for driving passengers from
San Cristobal on the border with Colombia to the
capital Caracas, some 800 kilometers (500 miles) to
the northeast.

His monthly wage as a soldier-nine million boli-
vars-is worth just eight dollars.

However, regular taxi drivers are furious and say
members of the armed forces have an unfair advan-
tage: their uniform. “They don’t get stopped at police
checkpoints” where drivers are often asked for a
bribe, and “they don’t have problems getting fuel,”

complained Eusebio Correa, a 57-year-old career
taxi driver. “The military that should be providing
security are now chauffeurs in uniform.”

‘Respect’ for the uniform 
Sourcing fuel for vehicles is a major issue in

Venezuela, but especially in remote Tachira state and
its capital San Cristobal. Fuel shortages have led to
people waiting at gas stations for days at a time to fill
their tanks, or alternatively turning to the black mar-
ket, where prices are considerably higher.

That added cost has subsequently pushed up the
price of taxi rides. But since the military controls gas
stations, soldiers don’t face the same restrictions the
general population does. “This uniform that I wear
represents respect. With the uniform, I can come and
go anywhere,” admitted the sergeant.

The salaries of the rank and file may have plum-
meted alongside everyone else’s earnings in a coun-
try that has been in recession for seven years, but the
military as an institution remains powerful. 

It is the main power propping up the government
of President Nicolas Maduro. 

The military also controls oil, mining and food dis-
tribution companies, as well as customs and several
key ministries. Venezuela’s opposition and some
rights organizations claim many top military officials
have gotten rich through corruption.

The taxi-driving sergeant said he started “escap-
ing” his barracks to moonlight once the country was
put under a coronavirus lockdown. “For the release
permits, sometimes I ask for medical leave. You even

make up stuff to your own colleagues. I know many
who do this job, right up to our superiors,” said the
sergeant. Under the lockdown, regular comings and
goings were restricted-and only authorized via pass-
es issued by the military.

In Tachira state, there are “military taxi drivers” of
every rank, right up to generals, several insiders
familiar with the business told AFP. A 32-year-old
lieutenant, who also asked for anonymity, said he had
thought about getting into driving but has so far
decided against it for security reasons. — AFP

Digital version of CES dubbed to be a ‘true broadcast experience’

Venezuela’s military control the country’s gas stations —
taxi drivers complain that this gives soldiers moonlight-
ing as drivers for extra cash an unfair advantage. — AFP

LONDON: Many British businesses
are swiftly discovering that they must
now pay duties on exports bound for
the European Union, despite the break-
through Brexit free trade deal clinched
over Christmas. The development,
which has already helped spark sliding
freight traffic to Ireland, is part of trade
disruption that has become increasing-
ly evident this year after Britain’s Brexit
divorce was finalised on December 31.
Trade has also been badly hampered
by new COVID-19 border restrictions,
with the roll-out of testing for lorry
drivers as Britain races to curb a ram-
pant variant of the deadly virus.

At the heart of the Brexit deal, which
came into force on January 1, is the so-
called “rules of origin” condition
applied to all goods crossing the bor-
der. The rules of origin, a key aspect of
all major trade deals, can rapidly turn
into a costly headache for businesses.

Under the Brexit provision, any
good will be subject to a customs levy
if it arrives in Britain from abroad and is
then exported back into the European
Union. For example, if a British clothing
retailer imports Chinese-made textiles,
then it would then have to pay a cus-
toms charge if it re-exports the items
into a member nation of the EU’s single
market and customs union. Put simply,

the rules therefore determine whether
an export is considered British or not.

‘Businesses blindsided’ 
“It is clear that many UK businesses

exporting to the EU are going to be hit
by tariffs,” said Michelle Dale, senior
manager at the Manchester office of
chartered accountants UHY Hacker
Young. “Businesses have also been
completely blindsided by the ‘rule of
origin’ part of the deal, which leaves
them at a major competitive disadvan-
tage when selling in the EU. 

“Unfortunately, not enough was
done to prepare them for this. It takes
years to build an effective supply
chain-and using non-EU suppliers is
often the best option both in terms of
cost and quality.” The Brexit agree-
ment, which was sealed four and a
half years after Britons voted to leave
the European Union, grants zero cus-
toms duties if at least roughly 50 per-
cent of an exported product is made
in the UK.

That applies to the majority of UK
exports-but certainly not all of them.
And the provision is all the more
important because the EU accounts for
more than half of Britain’s trade.

The London-based Institute of
Government think tank argues however

that the complexity of supply chains
means that proof of origin can be diffi-
cult for businesses to ascertain-and
hard for authorities to assess. A raft of
British retailers are reportedly rushing
to assess the impact of critical deliver-
ies to EU nations, including London’s
top-end department store Fortnum and
Mason. Collapsed UK high-street
department store Debenhams has
already shut its online website in
Ireland due to uncertainty over post-
Brexit trade rules.

‘We need a solution’ 
“At least 50 of our members face

potential tariffs for re-exporting goods

to the EU,” said William Bain, trade
policy adviser at the British Retail
Consortium industry organization. “We
are working with members on short-
term options and are seeking dialogue
with the (UK) government and the EU
on longer-term solutions to mitigate the
effects of new tariffs,” he added.

High-street retail giant Marks &
Spencer warned Friday that the trade
deal would “significantly impact” busi-
ness in the Czech Republic, Ireland and
France. The deal however removes tar-
iffs for Britain’s largely foreign-owned
carmaking industry, which avoids cus-
toms duties for cars manufactured with
components made abroad. — AFP

In this file photo, members of the crew of the trawler ‘Good Fellowship’ process the
day’s catch after berthing in Eyemouth Harbour in the Scottish Borders. —AFP

Soaring COVID-19 
infections eroded 
US job recovery
WASHINGTON: Hiring in the United States
likely stalled at the end of 2020, economists say,
as coronavirus infections soared and Washington
lawmakers squabbled over a massive spending
bill that was approved only at the last minute.

The Labor Department it will release the
December jobs report, the final report for a year
that saw the US economy unraveled by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which continues to rage
even as vaccines are being rolled out. Business
closures to stop the virus from spreading sent the
unemployment rate skyrocketing in April from its
record-low level, and though it has since
decreased, the forecast among analysts is for lit-
tle improvement from the 6.7 percent jobless rate
reported in November.

“I think things have slowed down,” said
William Spriggs, chief economist of the AFL-CIO
trade union federation. “We’ll continue to see
what we saw in November, which is the bounce-
back is really grinding to a halt,” he said. The
report follows Labor Department data showing
new applications for jobless benefits remained at
a high level in the final week of the year. “The
underlying story here is clear. A combination of
COVID fear and state-mandated restrictions on
activity in the services sector is squeezing busi-
nesses, and no real relief is likely until a sustained
decline in pressure on hospitals emerges,” said
Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon Macroeconomics.

Worse than it looks 
The US was gripped by twin crises in 2020:

the pandemic and its economic fallout.
The seemingly unstoppable COVID-19 out-

break has infected more than 21.3 million people
and killed nearly 362,000 as of Thursday,
according to Johns Hopkins University. Efforts to
stop the virus by ordering many businesses to
close or restrict activities caused massive layoffs
beginning in March that moderated over the
summer as those regulations were relaxed.

But many states tightened rules again as
COVID-19 cases began climbing in the winter,
slowing the recovery in the labor market. That
has kept weekly new jobless claims above the
single worst week of the 2008-2010 global
financial crisis, with a seasonally adjusted
787,000 filings in the week ended January 2,
2021, the Labor Department said.

Another 161,460 people, without seasonal
adjustment, filed claims under the Pandemic
Unemployment Assistance (PUA) program for
workers not usually eligible for government ben-
efits-a smaller than normal number only because
that program briefly lapsed at the end of
December. “Brace (for) job creation to be flat-to-
negative when the data (for) December comes
out tomorrow,” Diane Swonk of Grant Thornton
wrote on Twitter, predicting an increase of
100,000 jobs that “is not significantly different
than zero for the month.” —AFP

Brexit deal’s ‘rules of origin’
spark trade confusion

In this file photo, Verizon Communications Hans Vestberg
speaks onstage at the 2019 Global Citizen Festival:
Power The Movement in Central Park in New York. 


