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BEIJING: China yesterday launched a PR war
on Western brands critical of rights abuses in
Xinjiang, with celebrities severing ties with Nike,
H&M facing a boycott and Burberry dumped
from a deal with a gaming giant. At least one mil-
lion Uyghurs and other mostly Muslim minorities
have been held in camps in Xinjiang, according
to right groups, where authorities are also ac-
cused of forcibly sterilizing women and imposing
forced labor.

It is one of the world’s top cotton-producing
regions feeding many western garment brands
with textiles. But several firms have tried to put
distance between their brands and Xinjiang cot-
ton producers since the allegations emerged.
That has enraged China, which denies any
abuses, insisting labor camps are in fact training
programs and work schemes have helped stamp
out extremism and raise incomes.

Yesterday celebrities, tech brands and state
media-aided by outrage on China’s tightly-con-
trolled social media-piled in on several global
fashion brands, as China’s vast consumer market

was mobilized. “Chinese people will not allow
some foreigners to eat China’s rice while smash-
ing its bowls,” foreign ministry spokeswoman
Hua Chunying told reporters in Beijing. 

“The Chinese market is here... we open our
hearts to welcome foreign companies. But we
oppose malicious attacks on China based on ru-
mors and lies, and harm to China’s interests.”

Chinese TV stars Wang Yibo and Tan
Songyun said they would end all promotional
partnerships with Nike, after a year-old com-
pany statement was regurgitated online noting
it was “very concerned” by the allegations of
forced labor. Tan’s manager said she “resolutely
opposes any bad behavior of smearing and mak-
ing rumors about China”, with Wang’s agent re-
leasing a statement saying “the country’s dignity
is not to be violated”.

Gaming giant Tencent pulled a new ‘skin’
project linked with Burberry on avatars in the
Glory of Kings game, while Swedish clothing
giant H&M’s products vanished from shopping
sites in apparent retaliation for its decision to no

longer source cotton from Xinjiang. Global
brands are often consumed by PR crisis’ in China
after touching politically-sensitive subjects.

The NBA in 2019 was dropped by Chinese

broadcasters after Houston Rockets general
manager Daryl Morey tweeted a message of
support for pro-democracy protestors in
Hong Kong. — AFP 

BEIJING: A policeman tries to prevent photos being taken outside a store of Swedish clothing giant H&M in Beijing yesterday
after H&M faced calls for a boycott as a backlash brews against Western firms speaking out on human rights. —AFP

China squeezes Western brands 
as Xinjiang backlash builds

Celebrities severing ties with Nike, H&M facing a boycott and Burberry dumped from a deal

Tencent boss vows 
‘compliance’ with 
China regulators
BEIJING: Tencent’s billionaire founder Pony Ma-China’s
second richest man-has met anti-monopoly regulators and
agreed his firm will be “as compliant as possible”, after rival
tech giant Alibaba was battered by legal woes. Tencent,
which owns the super-app WeChat and a lucrative gaming
empire, is the latest tech conglomerate to fall into the
crosshairs of China’s regulators.

They have launched a blitz on apparent anti-competitive
practices, threatening to slice up supersized firms whose reach
now stretches into the daily finances of the public. Tencent’s
Ma, also known as Ma Huateng, said he would “actively coop-
erate with regulatory authorities and be as compliant as pos-
sible” during a news briefing late Wednesday on Tencent’s
annual results, reported Chinese financial outlet Yicai.

Martin Lau, Tencent’s president and executive director, also
said they had met the government several times to discuss anti-
monopoly efforts and hoped to create a “healthy environment”
to foster innovation. “Tencent has throughout attached high
importance to compliance,” he was quoted as saying. The com-
pany’s shares slumped 5.1 percent in New York trade Wednes-
day, while its Hong Kong-listed stock was more than two
percent lower.

The Chinese government is also discussing plans to estab-
lish a state-backed entity to oversee how big e-commerce and
payment companies use data collected from millions of con-
sumers, Bloomberg News reported Thursday citing people fa-
miliar with the matter.

China’s current data and privacy protection allows individ-
uals to decide how companies can use their information, but
enforcement is lax owing to a lack of transparency.

The move would be the latest by officials who are looking
to reel in the country’s tech sector. Authorities last year halted
a record $34 billion initial public offering by fintech provider
Ant Group, owned by Tencent’s nearest rival Alibaba. They
called in its billionaire founder Jack Ma and then opened an
investigation into Alibaba business practices deemed anti-
competitive.

Ant was then instructed to transform into a financial holding
company that is subject to more regulatory restrictions. Since
then, the normally flamboyant and outspoken Ma has kept a
low profile as the dragnet widens to include competitors. Al-
ibaba has been under pressure to divest its media assets as
government officials are worried about its growing public in-
fluence, the Wall Street Journal reported last week.

In the past few months, regulators have also fined more than
a dozen tech firms-including Tencent-for practices such as
undisclosed acquisitions. Last week they summoned 11 tech
firms for talks on cybersecurity. —AFP

Tech CEOs face fury 
over disinformation
WASHINGTON: Tech CEOs defended their platforms’
practices as they girded for a fresh grilling from US lawmak-
ers angered over rampant disinformation about the US elec-
tions, the Capitol attack and COVID-19. The leaders of
Facebook, Google and Twitter sought to head off critics lead-
ing into a House of Representatives hearing, the latest in a
series highlighting concerns over moderating online content.

The remote video hearing is the fourth for Facebook’s
Mark Zuckerberg and Twitter’s Jack Dorsey since last July
and the third for Google’s Sundar Pichai: evidence of how the
companies’ vast economic and political power has landed
them squarely in the crosshairs of Democrats and Republi-
cans alike.

“Whether it be falsehoods about the COVID-19 vaccine
or debunked claims of election fraud, these online platforms
have allowed misinformation to spread, intensifying national
crises with real-life, grim consequences for public health and
safety,” said the heads of the two congressional subcommit-
tees holding the hearing, in a statement. The tech CEOs said
they were doing their best to keep out harmful content.

“Every day Twitter grapples with complex considerations
on how to address extremism and misinformation,” Dorsey
said in his written testimony released in advance by the
House Energy and Commerce Committee.

“Our efforts to combat misinformation, however, must be
linked to earning trust. Without trust, we know the public will
continue to question our enforcement actions.” Pichai said
Google is dedicated to giving people “trustworthy content
and opportunities for free expression across our platforms,
while limiting the reach of harmful misinformation.” —AFP

This file photo, the headquarters of Tencent, the parent company of Chinese
social media company WeChat in Beijing.  — AFP


