
WASHINGTON: US lawmakers take a first step
toward regulating Big Tech yesterday with a vote
on a series of bills with potentially massive implica-
tions for large online platforms and consumers who
use them. The House Judiciary Committee sched-
uled a “markup” on a series of antitrust reform bills,
setting the stage for consideration by the full House
of Representatives in the coming weeks.

The five bills, if enacted, could pave the way for a
reorganization or breakup of giants such as Google,
Facebook, Apple and Amazon while shaking up the
entire internet ecosystem. The measures would bar
tech giants from operating a platform for third par-
ties while offering competing services on those
platforms. Lawmakers also seek to ban tech firms
from prioritizing their own products or services.
The largest tech firms additionally would be prohib-
ited from acquiring competitors.

The creation of requirements allowing for data
“portability” and “interoperability,” which could
make it easier for people to quit Facebook, for
example, while keeping their data and contacts, is
also part of the package. House Judiciary chairman
Jerrold Nadler said the measures “pave the way for
a stronger economy and a stronger democracy for
the American people by reining in the power of the
most dominant firms online.”

Fiona Scott Morton, a Yale University professor
and former US official who has written extensively
on Big Tech, said the legislation stems from the fail-
ure of antitrust enforcement to make a dent in the
dominance of major technology firms. “This is regu-
lation, it’s not antitrust anymore,” Morton said.

Hitting a wall? 
The package comes amid signs of a more

aggressive posture by Washington against domi-
nant tech firms, including President Joe Biden’s
nomination of Lina Khan-a prominent advocate of

breaking up Big Tech-to head the Federal Trade
Commission, an agency charged with antitrust
enforcement.

The package has some support from
Republicans in addition to the Democratic leader-
ship, signaling likely passage in the full House. The
fate in the Senate is less clear. Analyst Daniel Ives at
Wedbush Securities said chances of passage of a
major antitrust overhaul are slim in the current
political situation, and that any enforcement action
would be limited in the absence of new legislation.
As a result, share prices of the major tech firms have
seen little movement.

“We believe this antitrust momentum hits a brick
wall and for now is more a headline risk that
investors are taking in stride.” 

‘Negative effects’ 
Critics of the bills say it could degrade services

people rely on, potentially forcing Apple to remove
its messaging apps from the iPhone or Google to
stop displaying results from YouTube or Maps.
Amazon vice president Brian Huseman warned of
“significant negative effects” both for sellers and
consumers using the e-commerce platform and
reduced price competition.

The measures may also impact Microsoft, which
has not been the focus of the House antitrust inves-
tigation but which links services such as Teams
messaging and Bing search to its Windows platform.

The legislation “absolutely applies to Microsoft
and many other companies,” Microsoft president
Brad Smith told Bloomberg in comments confirmed
by AFP, adding that “there will be days when there
are restrictions that we think go too far that under-
mine innovation, that basically undermine our ability
to serve customers.”

Matt Schruers, president of the Computer &
Communications Industry Association, which

includes many large tech firms, said the legislation
would set a bad precedent by targeting a handful
of tech companies. “These bills unreasonably tar-
get leading US tech companies that have
improved users’ experience with innovation, effi-
ciency, and low-cost or free-to-the-user servic-
es,” Schruers said.

Aurelien Portuese of the Information Technology

and Innovation Foundation, a think tank which often
reflects the views of the sector, said the legislation
stems from a mentality that “big is bad and large
companies are to blame” but fails to consider unin-
tended consequences.

By targeting firms of a specific size or market
value, Portuese said, “it regulates the gatekeepers
but not competition,” he said. —AFP
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Eurozone economy 
booms at fastest 
rate in 15 years
BRUSSELS: Business activity in the eurozone
jumped at its fastest rate in 15 years this
month, a closely watched survey said yester-
day, as a reopened economy unleashed pent-
up demand in Europe. Economic data group
IHS Markit said the “impressive progress” of
vaccinations was jumpstarting the single-cur-
rency area, fuelled by eased restrictions that
are at their lowest since September.

This “brightening prospect of life increas-
ingly returning to normal has... pushed confi-
dence to an all-time high, fuelled greater
spending and encouraged hiring,” said Chris
Williamson, chief economist at IHS Markit.
Accordingly, the firm’s PMI index-which
shows the earliest trends in the manufactur-
ing and service sectors-said activity leapt
from 57.1 in May to a booming 59.2 in June,
far above the 50-point level that indicates
growth. The data set the scene for major
growth in the second and third quarters,
closing the chapter on a double-dip reces-
sion that came with the second wave lock-
downs of last autumn and winter, the firm
said. IHS Markit said the explosive growth
was creating its own spillover effects, with
supply chains under pressure and prices
reflecting the sharp increase in demand.

“The strength of the upturn-both within
Europe and globally-means firms are struggling
to meet demand, suffering shortages of both
raw materials and staff,” Williamson said. Jack
Allen-Reynolds, chief European economist at
Capital Economics pointed to the demand for
labour that “has shot up as large parts of the
economy have opened at once, and this was
never going to be an easy process.”

The surge in inflation meanwhile will add
to some of the pressure on the European
Central Bank to tighten the cheap money taps
that are aimed at spurring spending and
investment. ECB chief Christine Lagarde on
June 10 said it was “too early” to consider
winding down pandemic support, even as the
economic recovery gathers steam and infla-
tion surges. “The problem with these surveys
is that they measure the number of business-
es that indicate higher prices, not the extent
of it,” said Bert Colijn, senior economist at
ING. “In this reopening phase, that might
overstate expectations of the pace of infla-
tion,” he said. Capital Economics also down-
played the impact of inflation, which “will
drop back well below” the ECB’s near two
percent target next year, it predicted. —AFP
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LONDON: File photo taken on December 18, 2020, an illustration picture taken in London shows the logos of Google,
Apple, Facebook, Amazon and Microsoft displayed on a mobile phone and a laptop screen. US lawmakers take a first
step toward regulating Big Tech yesterday with a vote on a series of bills with potentially massive implications for
large online platforms and consumers who use them. —AFP
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Stocks extend 
gains as traders 
eye loose policies
HONG KONG:  Asian markets rose yesterday to
extend a global rally, as fresh pledges on mone-
tary policy by the Federal Reserve reassured
investors who had been rattled last week by the
bank’s forecasts of an earlier-than-flagged hike in
interest rates.

Wall Street tanked Friday and Asia followed suit
Monday as traders contemplated a rate lift-off pos-
sibly next year as officials try to prevent overheating
and soaring inflation caused by the world’s top
economy thundering out of the collapse of 2020.

Fears about the end of ultra-loose policies put in
place at the height of the pandemic have haunted
trading floors for months, knocking a more than
year-long equity rally off stride. But observers said
that repeated Fed promises to maintain the meas-
ures until unemployment is tamed and inflation is
running consistently hot appear to be sinking in.

On Wednesday, Fed chief Jerome Powell took his
turn to reassure. “A pretty substantial part, or per-
haps all of the overshoot in inflation comes from
categories that are directly affected by the re-open-
ing of the economy such as used cars and trucks,”
he told lawmakers.

“Those are things that we would look to stop
going up and ultimately to start to decline.” He said
the price spikes had been bigger than expected and
could last longer than initially thought, but added:
“We will not raise interest rates preemptively
because we think employment is too high, because
we feared the possible onset of inflation.”

“We will wait for actual evidence of actual infla-
tion or other imbalances.” Earlier in the day, New
York Fed boss John Williams said talk on rate hikes
remained “way off in the future”. All three main
indexes on Wall Street ended with healthy gains for
a second straight day with the Nasdaq at a record,
and Asia took up the baton.

Hong Kong led the way rising 1.8 percent,
while Taipei also piled on more than one percent.
There  were  a lso  advances  in  Shanghai ,
S ingapore , Seoul , Wel l ington , Mani la  and
Bangkok, though Sydney, Mumbai and Jakarta fell

while Tokyo was flat. London, Paris and Frankfurt
dipped in morning trade.

Fresh buying opportunity 
The Fed’s acknowledgement of higher inflation

and the fact it has brought forward its rate hike
forecasts are “a reflection of more positive longer-
term dynamics”, said BlackRock Investment Institute
strategists led by Jean Boivin.

“We believe the Fed’s new outlook will not trans-
late into significantly higher policy rates any time
soon. This, combined with the powerful restart,
underpins our pro-risk stance.” Meanwhile, others
say the recent selling could provide an opportunity
for markets to take another leg up to fresh highs,
with Natixis analyst Jack Janasiewicz calling it
“bewildering”, adding: “This caused a nice quick
flush out of some weak hands riding the reflation
trade and likely reset positioning to a better place.”

Bitcoin extended a rebound yesterday, sitting
above $34,000 after a volatile day that saw it fall

below $29,000 for the first time since January. The
unit has taken a hit this week by fresh moves to
crack down on cryptocurrencies by China, while
analysts warn it could well drop back to $20,000
— having only hit a record near $65,000 in April.

“Bitcoin’s continued sell-off has contributed to a
negative outlook by traders driven by bearish news
out of China,” said Nick Mancini, a crypto analyst at
Trade The Chain. “The mood among traders is now
continuing to sour.”

Oil prices extended gains to sit around multi-year
highs on increasing optimism over demand as the
world economy reopens and governments talk about
easing quarantine measures, allowing easier over-
seas travel.

Analysts said the lack of progress on the Iran
nuclear deal was also providing support as it puts
off the return of supplies to the global market from
the major producer. Traders are now looking ahead
to the next output meeting of OPEC and other key
producers. —AFP

SEOUL: Currency dealers monitor exchange rates in front of screens showing South Korea’s benchmark
stock index (top R) and the Korean won/CNH exchange rate (top L) in a trading room at KEB Hana Bank in
Seoul. —AFP
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US new home sales
drop for second 
straight month
WASHINGTON: US new home sales fell for the sec-
ond straight month in May while the median sales
price hit a new record high, government data said
yesterday, reinforcing the case that the housing mar-
ket is slowing.

The Commerce Department said new home sales
were at 769,000 annualized last month, 5.9 percent

below April’s downwardly revised rate and also low-
er than analysts had forecast. The median sales price
of new properties climbed to $374,400, even as
supply increased so that, if no more houses came
onto the market, the stock would sell in 5.1 months at
the current pace.

“Sales look set to fall further, with a decent
chance they’ll soon be back below the pre-COVID
trend,” said Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon
Macroeconomics. Real estate demand soared during
the worst of the Covid-19 pandemic as those who
could afford it sought out new properties, and the
pace in May was 9.2 percent higher than the same
month in 2020.

However Shepherdson said the data indicate the

arrival of vaccines against the virus has chilled
demand, pointing to the uptick in supply of new
properties. “The brief, albeit frenetic, boom phase of
the housing recovery is over,” he said.

Sales trends were uneven across the country, ris-
ing 33.3 percent in the Northeast but plunging 14.5
percent in the South. The West saw growth of 6.7
percent, while sales in the Midwest were flat.

Mahir Rasheed of Oxford Economics said the
elevated prices have kept consumers out of the mar-
ket, and predicted they’d soon come down. “Sky-
high lumber prices have contributed to the recent
spike in new home prices, although some relief may
be on the horizon given the plunge in lumber prices
since mid-May,” he said in an analysis. —AFP


