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BEIJING: With market-trembling new rules and investigations, Bei-
jing’s crackdown on its most prominent companies has seeped into
nearly every aspect of modern life, wiping billions of dollars from Chi-
nese and Hong Kong-listed stocks and bamboozling investment sages.
From after-school tutoring to music streaming apps, and shopping to
bike-sharing, stellar firms have been hit as Beijing tightens the leash
on corporations, citing national security and antitrust concerns.

Whether motivated by the control reflexes of the Communist Party
or to avoid market contortions hurting the pockets and safety of the
Chinese public, few expect this to be the end of the crackdown. Here
are some of the sectors caught in regulators’ jaws so far.

Food delivery 
Top food delivery app Meituan’s shares have fallen about 15 per-

cent from Friday after regulators suddenly announced new worker
protection rules this week. Employers in China’s booming food deliv-
ery sector, a lunchtime lifeline for millions of office workers, must now
enforce minimum salary levels and “relax delivery time limits”. Meituan
and rival Alibaba-owned Ele.me have come under fire in recent months
after local media exposed the dangerous routes taken by drivers on
tight delivery deadlines. Hong Kong-listed Meituan’s stocks had al-
ready taken a beating in April when regulators launched an antitrust
probe of its lifestyle super-app, which also allows users to book en-
tertainment, health and leisure services.

Education 
Beijing also trotted out new rules on Saturday requiring tutoring

companies to become non-profits and forbidding weekend classes,
sending the valuations of private education stocks plunging. Analysts
said the move made the companies virtually uninvestable. The gov-

ernment said the industry, worth $260 billion in 2018 according to
consultancy and research firm L.E.K. Consulting, had been “hijacked
by capital”. The founders of New Oriental and Gaotu Techedu almost
instantly lost their billionaire statuses after the rules were announced.
Their fortunes were built by capitalizing on China’s hyper-competitive
education system where parents try to give their children any advan-
tage they can afford.

Ride-hailing 
Market-leader Didi Chuxing was banned from Chinese app stores

in early July, just days after raising $4.4 billion in a New York IPO. The
company had gone ahead with its debut despite pushback from Chi-
nese authorities concerned that a listing could place Didi’s user data
in foreign hands.

Beijing eventually sent officials from seven government depart-
ments to the firm for on-site cybersecurity investigations. The com-
pany, whose stock has fallen around 40 percent since its Wall Street
listing, could face a multibillion dollar fine or suspension of certain op-
erations as a punishment, Bloomberg reported last week.

Cryptocurrency 
Beijing has also squeezed out of its market miners and traders of

bitcoin and other digital currencies, arresting more than a thousand
people for laundering money using cryptocurrencies in June. China
banned crypto trading in 2019 and multiple provinces have ordered
energy-intensive crypto-mining outfits to shut down in recent months,
citing concerns about spiking power consumption. Analysts say China
fears cryptocurrency transactions could aid illicit investment and
threaten government controls on capital outflows.

The crackdown also allows China room to introduce its own digital

currency, which can be monitored by the central government. 

Online shopping 
Jack Ma’s e-commerce empire Alibaba was fined a record 18.2 bil-

lion yuan ($2.8 billion) by antitrust authorities in April, after the gov-
ernment said it had “abused its dominant position in the market” by
forbidding merchants to advertise wares on rival sites. A planned $35
billion listing by its fintech arm Ant Financial was scrapped by author-
ities late last year, with Ant ordered to jettison its financial services
and return to its roots as an online payment platform. —AFP
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TotalEnergies back 
in profit as oil 
prices rebound
PARIS: TotalEnergies announced yesterday it had bounced
back into profit in the second quarter thanks to the rise in
global oil prices. The French firm, previously known as Total,
posted a net profit of $2.2 billion (1.9 billion euros) in the pe-
riod from April through June. That compared with a loss of
more than $8 billion during the same period last year, which
was mostly due to writing down the value of its assets in light
of the drop in oil prices, which briefly turned negative as large
parts of the global economy were shut due to the COVID-19
pandemic.

The company said its adjusted net income, a measure that
excludes exceptional items, rose to $3.5 billion. That beat the
126 million registered last year, but also the $2.9 billion recorded
in the second quarter of 2019 before the pandemic hit.

The company announced it plans to step up payments to
shareholders, including paying out a second interim dividend
and dedicating to share buybacks up to 40 percent of additional
cash flow from oil priced above $60 per barrel. Shares in To-
talEnergies rose 2.6 percent in morning trading, while the blue-
chip CAC 40 index in Paris was up 0.8 percent overall. —AFP

New US jobless
claims edge down
WASHINGTON: New applications for US unemployment benefits fell
slightly in the latest week, while claims for pandemic aid fell sharply, the Labor
Department reported yesterday. Despite coming in higher than analysts ex-
pected, the decline of 24,000 took initial claims to 400,000, seasonally ad-
justed, in the week ended July 24. However, the four-week average of new
claims rose, according to the report.

The data show the continued need for jobless aid as the world’s largest
economy recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly two dozen states
have called an early end to special unemployment programs provided by the
federal government, and new applications for Pandemic Unemployment As-
sistance for freelance workers not usually eligible for regular benefits fell by
nearly 15,000 in the week. But even as businesses have reopened and hiring
picks up, the total tally of people receiving some form of aid, including the spe-
cial pandemic programs, jumped to 13.2 million, not seasonally adjusted, in the
week ended July 10. Rubeela Farooqi of High Frequency Economics said sea-
sonal adjustment issues in July are likely distorting the data. “Beyond weekly
ups and downs, the trend in total filings should remain downward over coming
weeks,” she said in an analysis. “Overall, job growth should pick up and labor
shortages should ease as near-term constraints — virus concerns, child-care
issues and enhanced unemployment benefits — diminish,” she said. “But rising
virus cases could be a headwind for the labor market and the economy.” 

The US economy expanded 6.5 percent annualized in the second quarter,
according to government data released yesterday, a far slower recovery from
the Covid-19 pandemic than economists had expected. The gain reported
by the Commerce Department meant the world’s largest economy surpassed
its pre-pandemic size, climbing above its level in the fourth quarter of 2019

to $19.4 trillion. The pandemic caused a sharp downturn in the United States
last year, with the economy ultimately shrinking 3.5 percent, its worst collapse
since modern recordkeeping began in 1946. Massive government spending
authorized by Congress as well as vaccinations that allow business activity
to recover from COVID-19 are expected to propel the country out of its
slump, with the IMF predicting seven percent growth this year. The rate in
the April to June period represented a slight acceleration from the 6.3 percent
growth seen in the first quarter, and was driven by increases in consumer
spending, exports and local government spending, the report said. Growth
was undercut by the end to a government program to give loans and grants
to small businesses, as well as less federal government spending. The data
also showed the personal consumption expenditure (PCE) price index rising
6.4 percent in the second quarter from 3.8 percent in the period before, con-
firming that inflation is spiking as demand returns from its depressed levels
a year ago. —AFP

Tencent’s entertainment empire faced a new setback on Saturday after the State
Administration for Market Regulation ruled that the company must give up its
exclusive rights deals with music labels after violating antitrust laws.

New US jobless claims slow slightly in latest week, government data said
yesterday. —AFP


