
NEW YORK: In his final days in office, the biggest
names in American business are dumping President
Donald Trump over accusations that he incited the
deadly mob attack last week on the US Capitol.

Twitter has thrown the president off the platform
he relied on to promote himself, Shopify shut down
e-commerce pages selling his items and payment
platform Stripe says it will no longer handle transac-
tions from Trump’s campaign.

Others have turned their attention to the United
State’s acrimonious two-party politics, with
Microsoft, Facebook and Google all announcing
pauses in donations to both Republican and
Democratic candidates. But there are no guarantees
this sudden cooling in Corporate America’s relation-
ship with Washington will last, particularly with Joe
Biden looking to undo many of Trump’s business-
friendly policies when he comes into office next
week. “This is a real moment of truth. Do they change
their behavior? Or do they revert back after a certain
period of time?” Bruce F Freed, president of the
Center for Political Accountability, told AFP.

Both sides suspended 
The attack on Congress last week shook the core

of American democracy and drew international con-
demnation. It has also ignited a new effort to remove
Trump, who is accused of whipping up the mob into
storming the chambers where lawmakers were certi-
fying Biden’s November 3 win. Major industry
groups and trade unions came out to condemn
Trump even as the fracas was underway.  The
National Association of Manufacturers, which had

previously been supportive of Trump’s agenda, called
on Vice President Mike Pence to “seriously consider”
evoking the constitution’s 25th Amendment that
would allow him to temporarily become president
after Trump is deemed incapacitated.

Social media companies, alarmed at the use of
their platforms by Trump and his supporters to pro-
mote and organize the attack, acted next, with
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat banning
the president and Amazon’s web division forcing
conservative social network Parler offline.

However when it comes to political donations,
which are often funneled through political action
committees (PAC), companies have been more cir-
cumspect.  Hotel giant Marriott, health insurer Blue
Cross Blue Shield and financial services company
American Express said they would stop making
donations to Republican lawmakers who tried to halt
certification of Biden’s election victory.

That failing effort by Trump’s allies was ongoing
when protesters, many of whom believed the election
was rigged, stormed the Capitol. But JPMorgan
Chase said it was halting donations to candidates
from both parties, as was Facebook, Microsoft and
Google-meaning Democrats who are set to narrowly
control both houses of Congress won’t necessarily
see an advantage from the pause. “Suspending politi-
cal contributions to lawmakers who voted against Joe
Biden’s certification last week is justified,” said Daniel
G. Newman, president of MapLight, which tracks the
influence of money on US politics. 

However, he said more needs to be done to cut
down on corporations’ influence, pointing to a bill

aimed at doing that introduced by Democrats con-
trolling the House of Representatives just days
before the attack on the Capitol. Several companies
made it plain they were taking only a time out from
the world of political finance.  Google said its con-

tributions were frozen, “while we review and
reassess its policies following last week’s deeply
troubling events,” and Microsoft noted that it “reg-
ularly pauses its donations in the first quarter of a
new Congress.” — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: Social media companies, alarmed at the use of their platforms by Trump and his supporters to promote
and organize the attack, acted next, with Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat banning the president and
Amazon’s web division forcing conservative social network Parler offline. — AFP

EU ‘regrets’
new US tariffs,
looks to Biden
BRUSSELS: The EU regretted a new
wave of US tariffs on French and
German products that came into force
yesterday and said it would seek a
trade truce with the incoming Biden
administration. The tariffs are yet
another chapter in a 16-year spat over
subsidies for aircraft manufacturers
Airbus and Boeing that turned
increasingly sour under US President
Donald Trump.

French exporters were hit with
hiked tariffs on wine and cognac, while
Germany saw new levies on aeronautic
parts. “The Commission takes note of
today’s entry into force of US tariffs
arising from the WTO Airbus case on
aircraft subsidies,” a statement said.
The EU executive handles trade mat-
ters for the bloc’s 27 member states.

“As we have made clear before, we
regret that the United States chose to

add further EU products to its retali-
ation list,” it said. The EU is “looking
forward to engage constructively
with the new US administration to
resolve this long lasting dispute as
part of a renewed transatlantic agen-
da”, it added. 

French wine and spirits exporters
believe the new tariffs will cost the
sector one billion euros in sales, with
the cognac business especially pun-
ished.  In its last days in office, the
Trump administration is blowing hot
and cold on trade issues with the
Europeans. Washington last week sus-
pended a plan to impose new tariffs on
$1.3 billion in French products in a dis-
pute over a digital services tax. 

Meanwhile, outgoing US President
Donald Trump’s trade chief on Monday
urged President-elect Joe Biden to
maintain tariffs imposed on China, argu-
ing that they have shifted the balance of
power in Washington’s favor.  In an
interview with The Wall Street Journal,
US Trade Representative (USTR)
Robert Lighthizer defended the Trump
administration’s tactics of slapping tar-
iffs on hundreds of billions of dollars in
Chinese goods starting in 2018.

“We changed the way people
think about China,” said Lighthizer,
architect of the tariff policy that he
argues benefited American workers,
even though some economists dis-
agree.  “We transformed the way
people think about trade, and we

transformed the way the models are...
My hope is that that will continue,”
he said. Lighthizer warned against a
return in Washington to the policies
of the 1990s, which he said focused
too much on dialogue with Beijing
that “did nothing. — AFP

Companies may be taking only a time out from political finance

Pandemic’s robot 
‘heroes’ highlight 
value at tech show
WASHINGTON: Robots that helped people sur-
vive and stay safe over the past year are touting
their value at the tech industry’s annual extravagan-
za amid a pandemic which has given fresh momen-
tum to the robotics sector.

The Consumer Electronics Show, which is being
held online this year due to the global crisis,
includes robots that have become “heroes” for
many during the coronavirus pandemic. Among
those taking the virtual stage at CES are robot
companions, concierges, cooks, delivery drones,
medical assistants and those handling the perilous
tasks of sanitizing workplaces and medical facilities.

Robot companions saw surging demand in
recent months as pandemic lockdowns intensified
problems of isolation, especially for people in senior
living homes. Amid a strict virus lockdown in France,
the companion robot Cutii became a star in senior
facilities. “The pandemic completely changed our
business model,” said Antoine Bataille, chief execu-
tive of Cutii.

“We had envisioned Cutii at people’s homes. But
today we are dealing with isolation on a collective
level.” The startup based in the northern French city
Roubaix delivered 30 robots for free to senior facil-
ities during the lockdowns and used the experience
to improve the technology and train its teams.

“Everything worked well. Every two weeks we
would deliver software updates, which had to be
done remotely. It’s like what Tesla does.” Cutii,
which combines elements of a telepresence robot
with a smart digital assistant, will be part of the

show this year following its commercial launch in
France and a marketing push in the United States.

Cutii’s head of US operations, Richard Marshall,
said the crisis has shown people need more than a
smart assistant such as Google or Amazon Alexa.
The French-made robot was designed to allow fam-
ily members to check in, and also help people find
activities such as yoga or tai chi classes, either in
person or online. “The point of Cutii is to connect
individuals to other people,” Marshall said. It is not
an Alexa on wheels.”

Wendy Moyle, a professor at Australia’s Griffith
University who specializes in research on the eld-
erly, said studies have shown people may develop
“a strong relationship” to companion robots “much
like older people do with having a pet dog for
company.”

But Moyle said current technology for most

robots “is just not sophisticated enough” and that
many people are disappointed after a while.

‘Friendly’ robots  
Robots have taken on a new role in the work-

place and in medical facilities in the era of social
distancing. Misty Robotics, which produces a robot
platform open to outside developers, last year
launched its own temperature screening app for
workplaces and medical facilities, while also work-
ing with partners which can make the robot a com-
panion or digital assistant. The pandemic has made
it easier for people to view robots as non-threaten-
ing and as friends, said Misty Robotics chief execu-
tive Tim Enwall. “The elderly don’t have contact and
the elderly are certainly very afraid of viruses that
can come from contact and there’s loneliness and
isolation,” Enwall told AFP. —AFP

In this undated image courtesy of CareClever SAS, a group of elderly French people learns about the Cutii robot for use
in their homes. — AFP

Trump tariffs on 
cognac hit a French 
success story
PARIS: For the last decade, owners of cognac
distilleries have seen their sales more than double
to the United States, making their spirit one of
France’s fastest-growing major exports. Then
Donald Trump came along. While the French are
small-time drinkers of cognac, Americans con-
sume almost one in two bottles produced in the
vineyards north of Bordeaux thanks in part to the
alcohol being promoted by US rappers as a sym-
bol of wealth and luxury.

And while millionaires like Snoop Dogg and
Jay-Z will still be able to afford their beloved
“yak”, many other Americans might find it out of
reach after US import tariffs of 25 percent come
into force on Tuesday.

The US “is a fast-developing and priority
market for our industry, which is even showing
growth this year despite the impact of Covid-19,”
the director general of the BNIC cognac industry
body, Raphael Delpech, told AFP. The tariffs were
confirmed by the Trump administration on New
Year’s Eve, marking the latest trade salvo from
the outgoing US president and a further escala-
tion of a long-running transatlantic feud.

Cognac, which is to be taxed along with other
grape-based spirits from France and Germany, is
a collateral victim of a dispute between
Washington and Europe over subsidies given to
their commercial plane makers, Boeing and
Airbus. European wines, cheeses and olive oils
have been subjected to 25-percent import duties
in the US since October 2019, while Europe has
hit products from American orange juice to
ketchup with its own measures.

“All French wines and spirits, not only cognac,
are now being affected by diplomatic tensions
that have nothing to do with us,” Delpech
lamented.  FEVS, a French exporters’ association,
has estimated that the wine and spirit sector
could lose more than 1 billion euros ($1.2 billion)
a year in US sales due to the tariffs unless incom-
ing president Joe Biden reverses them. 

The trade spat has exposed the extent to
which the centuries-old cognac houses of the
Charente region have become dependent on
American thirst for their products, some of which
retail for hundreds of dollars.  The prospect of
long-term tariffs has revived memories of the
only major downturn the industry has known in
the last 20 years during the 2008-2009 global
financial crisis. 

Explosive growth since then-exports to the
US have doubled to over 100 million bottles a
year-has been fuelled by the unlikely marriage of
conservative cognac dynasties in their turreted
chateaus to the flashy world of US hip hop.
Cigar-puffing Jay Z rapped about “sipping Remy
on the rocks with my crew” in his 1996 hit “Can’t
Knock The Hustle”, while Busta Rhymes released
“Pass The Courvoisier II” in 2001, a landmark
moment for the industry. —AFP

Baskets of sorted shellfish are seen as the crew of the trawler ‘Good Fellowship’ process
the day’s catch after berthing in Eyemouth Harbour in the Scottish Borders. — AFP


