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DONI: Outside a small store on a dirt track
in the remote Ethiopian town of Doni,
long queues wait for government cash
handouts by the most modern of meth-
ods: mobile phone. 

Ethiopia, Africa’s second most popu-
lous country and one of its fastest grow-
ing economies, is pushing a new electron-
ic payment service by phone-called M-
Birr, or “mobile-money”-in a bid to bring
millions into the banking system and
financial services. Here in Doni, a remote
town of some 5,000 people, 130 kilome-
ters southeast of the capital Addis Ababa,
signs displayed for M-Birr testify to the
popularity of this new service.

Government “safety net” social securi-
ty payments to some of the poorest
people are now transferred with a few
key strokes. The service cuts out cum-
bersome bureaucracy, that previously
forced customers to travel long dis-
tances and spend time waiting for
requests to be processed, sometimes
having to return the following day to
collect the cash. “M-Birr is more conven-
ient for beneficiaries,” said  the system’s
local manager in Doni, Adane Hirpho.
“We have five agents in the city. People
come into one of these stores and get
their money immediately.” Created by
Irish company MOSS ICT, the service was
launched in Ethiopia early 2015, in col-
laboration with several banks and five
Ethiopian micro-finance institutions.

‘No risk of fraud’  
Authorities have quickly realized the

potential of the technology to simplify
the distribution of social benefits. More
effective and less restrictive, operators
say the mobile payment system is also
safer than old payment systems. “People

have a PIN number, and they must show
their beneficiary card, so there is no risk
of fraud,” said Yves Dublin, from the UN
children’s fund Unicef, which provides
technical support. “ This technology
avoids cases of ‘ghost’ beneficiaries that
we see with other programs.”

It follows in the footsteps of neigh-
boring Kenya, whose M-Pesa service run
by British telecom giant Vodafone’s sub-
sidiary Safaricom has become a leading
force in the sector. Users are encouraged
to create a bank account to avoid losing
up to a fifth of the monthly allowance

offered-an average of 137 birr ($6) a
month-in transport costs to collect the
cash. In Ethiopia, M-Birr has some
150,000 users, with 2,000 of those in
Doni. The innovation therefore not only
improves the distribution of social  secu-
rity benefits, but also paves the way to

opening up a potential market of tens of
millions. “Working in social projects also
helps us to develop our network of
agents,” said Thierry Artaud, the M-Birr
manager. “It’s a way to get people to use
bank accounts, to understand what are
savings, what are interest rates.”

Stability
That’s key for the country’s economy,

for the banking system is as yet hugely
underdeveloped. Less than a fifth of
Ethiopians had a bank account in 2014,
against three-quarters in neighboring
Kenya, according to the World Bank. But
Ethiopia is experiencing strong economic
growth, estimated by the IMF and the
World Bank at nearly 10 percent annually
over the past decade. 

Since the overthrow of a Marxist junta
in 1991, Ethiopia’s political and economic
situation has stabilized, although rights
groups have criticized the government
for suppressing opposition. 

The economy is still heavily depend-
ent on agriculture, especially coffee, with
the vast majority of the country’s workers
involved in the sector.

But the government has set a target of
increasing the number of bank account
holders to 80 percent by 2020 and to
double the number of bank branches in
the country. Officials look south to Kenya
for an example of the potential-the
mobile money system there has nearly 18
million users. But the development of the
banking sector still faces challenges with-
in Ethiopia’s tightly controlled economy.
“Ethiopia is a highly regulated country.
The two most controlled sectors are
telecommunications and financial servic-
es, exactly the two sectors we touch,” said
Artaud. “It’s very sensitive.” — AFP

Ethiopia banks on mobile money for financial growth

Photo shows a group of herders assisting a malnourished camel carrying a load in Sitti Zone, in the Somali Region of
Ethiopia. Sitti Zone is one of the most affected by the drought caused by the El Nino climate phenomenon. Ethiopia strug-
gles to combat its worst drought for 30 years, with at least 10.2 million people needing food aid. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: The EU opened a new front against
Google yesterday, slapping the US giant with
anti-trust charges alleging it had abused the
dominance of its Android mobile phone operat-
ing system. The charges are a massive blow to
one of the Google’s most strategic businesses
and could alter a global smartphone sector that
is fast taking over traditional PCs as the biggest
segment in the world of computing.
Competition Commissioner Margrethe Vestager
said Silicon Valley giant Google had used prac-
tices such as making manufacturers pre-install
its market-leading search engine as the default
in phones.

“The preliminary conclusions from our inves-
tigations is that these practices breach EU com-
petition law,” Vestager, a former Danish economy
minister, told a press conference. She said
Brussels believed that “Google has abused its
dominant position”, adding: “We have found that
Google pursues an overall strategy on mobile
devices to protect and expand its dominant
position in Internet search.”The case is the sec-
ond attack by the EU against Google after
Vestager last year formally charged the company
for abusing its dominance of the search engine
market in Europe.  

Taking both EU cases against Google togeth-
er, the company risks a fine of 10 percent of
worldwide global sales for one year, which
would amount to a $7.4 billion fine on the basis
of 2015 revenues. In its latest charge sheet, the
EU accused Google of obstructing innovation by
giving unfair prominence to its own apps, espe-
cially its search engine, in deals with mobile
manufacturers such as Samsung or Huawei. The
company is also accused of restricting manufac-
turers from installing rival operating systems
based on Android on their phones.

Difference with US?
Google now has a chance to answer the

charges, either by fighting them comprehensively
and risking a huge fine or proposing remedies to

satisfy Brussels. Google said it would work with
the EU to show that consumers benefitted from
Android. “Android has helped foster a remarkable-
and, importantly, sustainable-ecosystem, based
on open-source software and open innovation,”
Kent Walker, Senior Vice President and General
Counsel of Google, said in a statement. 

“We look forward to working with the
European Commission to demonstrate that
Android is good for competition and good for
consumers.” The case against Android resembles
one against Microsoft in which the EU in 2013
fined the software giant 561 million euros ($634
million) for failing to offer users a choice of web
browser on its Windows operating system.  The
Android operating system captures about 80

percent of the world market for mobile phones,
far ahead of its closest rival Apple.

The EU’s tough line comes despite the fact
that Canada on Tuesday closed its own investi-
gation into allegations Google abused its domi-
nance in online search advertising, following in
the tracks of the US. Vestager rejected sugges-
tions questions that Brussels was unfairly target-
ing US companies in her competition cases, with
Apple, Amazon and McDonald’s also in the EU’s
crosshairs.”If dominance is abuse then we have
an issue... that has been the task no matter the
flag of the company or the ownership,” Vestager
said. US-based INTEL, the world’s biggest chip-
maker, was in May 2009 fined 1.06 billion euros,
the EU’s biggest fine ever. — AFP 

EU opens a new front against
Google with anti-trust charges 

Google charged with abusing Android market dominance

BRUSSELS: A woman uses an Android smartphone in Brussels yesterday. The European Union
is broadening its battle with Google, alleging that the technology giant rigs the global market
for mobile apps by making its Android operating system give preferential treatment to its
own products. — AP 

PARIS: US technology giants Google, Amazon,
Apple, Intel and Microsoft have all come under
the often costly scrutiny of European Union
(EU) authorities in Brussels:

GOOGLE 
A European Commission anti-trust probe

was opened in April 2015 into whether Google
gives unfair prominence to its own Android
apps such as maps or music streaming in deals
with mobile manufacturers such as Samsung
or Huawei. The Android operating system cap-
tures over 80 percent of the world market for
mobile phones, far ahead of its closest rival
Apple. The EU a year ago formally charged
Google with abusing its dominance in Europe
and a decision could come later this year. In
both cases, Google risks a fine of 10 percent of
worldwide global sales for one year. 

AMAZON
In June 2015 the EU’s anti-trust watchdog

opened a formal investigation into the Seattle-
based online retail titan’s e-book distribution.
The European Commission is probing clauses
Amazon has with publishers which may shield
the company from competitors, including an
obligation to be informed of more favorable
terms being offered by rivals. Brussels is
already conducting a separate investigation
into Amazon’s tax arrangements over its tax
deals in Luxembourg, one of a series of such
probes targeting major global firms, including
Apple, Starbucks and Fiat.

MICROSOFT
In a historic case in March 2013, the

European Commission fined US giant Microsoft
561 million euros ($638 million) for failing to
provide clients with a choice of Internet brows-
er for Windows 7, as it had promised to do. In
2009, the Commission required Microsoft to
offer clients a choice of web browser through
to 2014 after complaints that it was restricting
them to its own product, Internet Explorer. 

The EU has had several disputes with
Microsoft, fining the company 899 million
euros in 2008, subsequently reduced to 860
million euros, for failing to comply with an
order to share product information with rivals
so that their software could work with
Windows. That came on top of a then-record
fine of 497 million euros in 2004 for violating
EU competition rules.

APPLE
In September 2014, the European Union

said that Apple’s sweetheart tax deals with
Ireland breached rules on receiving state aid,
in a case which could cost the US tech giant
billions if it is found to be at fault.

INTEL
INTEL, the world’s biggest chipmaker, was in

May 2009 fined a record 1.06 billion euros. The
EU says it abused its stranglehold on the semi-
conductor market to crush its main rival, AMD.
The European Commission accused Intel of
using illegal loyalty rebates to squeeze rivals
out of the market for central processing units
(CPUs) — the brains inside personal comput-
ers. INTEL held a 70-percent share of the 22-bil-
lion-euro market during the more than five
years it was accused of the breaches. — AFP 

Saudi food 
group Savola 

cuts dividend;
profit falls

DUBAI: Saudi food producer Savola Group, the
country’s largest food products company, slashed
its dividend after reporting a 80.3 percent fall in
first-quarter net profits, missing analysts’ forecasts.
It is the latest Saudi retailer to report poor earnings
for the period as the local economy has been hit by
lower oil revenues. Savola’s net profit in the three
months to March 31 was 92.9 million riyals ($24.8
million), compared with 470.5 million riyals in the
same period a year earlier, Savola said in a bourse
statement.

That was below an average forecast of three
analysts polled by Reuters of 268.1 million riyals.
While the profit drop was mainly due to an excep-
tional gain made in the same period last year, the
company’s shares still slumped as much as 9.2 per-
cent after the company said it was halving the divi-
dend for the quarter to 0.25 riyals a share. Saudi
retailers have felt the fallout from a prolonged lull
in oil prices that is weighing on government and
consumer spending. Almarai, the Gulf ’s largest
dairy company, warned of challenging market con-
ditions after reporting a marginal rise in first-quar-
ter net profit.

Jarir Marketing, one of the kingdom’s largest
retailers by market value, posted a 29.5 percent
drop in net profit over the same period on falling
sales, particularly for smartphones and other elec-
tronics. However, Jarir noted results a year ago
were also boosted by Saudi King Salman’s payment
of two months’ extra salary and pensions to gov-
ernment employees and retirees. Savola attributed
the fall in profit mainly to the fact its earnings were
boosted in the same period last year by a 265.2 mil-
lion riyal capital gain from the sale of its packaging
unit to Takween Advanced Industries. — Reuters

FUJAIRAH: An Emirati fisherman walks on a beach as fellow fishermen pull their nets
out of the water along the coast of the Gulf of Oman. — AFP 

DUQM, Oman: On a stretch of barren coast
550 km south of the capital Muscat, workers at
a ship repair yard swarm over cargo vessels
from around the world, labor that will help to
determine Oman’s fate in an era of cheap oil.
The yard, owned by the government’s Oman
Drydock Co and operated by South Korea’s
Daewoo Shipbuilding & Marine Engineering
Co, is far from the country’s industrial areas in
the north.

But it’s at the centre of the biggest single
economic project in the history of Oman, part
of efforts to wean the country off exports of
crude oil and gas and diversify into down-
stream industries before the country’s limited
financial and oil reserves begin to run out. The
government is spending billions of dollars to
develop the area around the remote fishing
village of Duqm into a sprawling business
zone, aiming to attract companies that will
create tens of thousands of jobs.

In addition to the ship repair yard and its
adjacent port, the Duqm Special Economic
Zone will include an oil refinery, a petrochemi-
cal complex, manufacturing operations and
warehousing and logistics facilities. A fish pro-
cessing district will become the focus of
Oman’s fishing industry. A tourism area aims
to bring in hard currency from foreign visitors.
The strategy - spend lavishly on infrastructure,
jumpstart key industries with state funds and
lobby the private sector to participate - carries
substantial financial risks.

But it is a key plank of economic policy in
Oman, a thinly populated country of just 4.4
million people that lacks the deep pockets of
neighboring oil exporters such as Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. “We are
diversifying beyond hydrocarbons,” said Saleh
Hamood Ali al-Hasni, the executive in charge
of handling investment applications at Duqm.
“We have to create jobs for the people and
attract foreign direct investment.”

Other Gulf Arab oil exporting states have cut
spending on infrastructure and development
projects in the past 18 months as low oil prices
have strained their finances. Oman’s finances
have also been hit hard, but it does not have as
much time as its neighbors. Its financial reserves
are estimated in the tens of billions of dollars
rather than hundreds, and its proven oil
reserves will last only 15 years at the current
rate of production, oil company BP estimates.

So the government is continuing to spend
heavily on Duqm and other, smaller projects
to move the economy beyond crude oil. Total
state investment spending rose 5.5 percent
from a year earlier to 2.81 billion rials ($7.3 bil-
lion) in the first 11 months of 2015, even as
the government ran a budget deficit of 4.07
billion rials, the latest official data shows.
“Oman’s infrastructure and industrial invest-
ment drive remain near the top of the govern-
ment’s agenda and key strategic projects,
such as the vast Duqm port and economic
zone, will go ahead,” analysts at Eurasia Group
said in a report.

Spending
Five years ago, Duqm had a population of

about 3,000 villagers and no commercial air
links to the rest of the world; workers coming
from outside were housed in tents, portacab-
ins or a retired cruise ship moored at the
port. Now, four-lane highways - still almost
empty of vehicles - snake across the desert
while power and water lines have been laid
across scores of square kilometres. Housing
complexes and commercial buildings are ris-
ing from the sand. An airport opened in
2014, but the passenger terminal is still
under construction. The area’s population has
risen to about 13,000, including workers, and
is set to hit 67,000 in 2020, officials say. In the
longer term, authorities talk of a city of
100,000 or more. — Reuters

Oman building industrial 
outpost to escape oil trap

SYDNEY: Australia yesterday boosted fund-
ing to the corporate regulator by Aus$127.2
million (US$99 million) and appointed a spe-
cial prosecutor to investigate financial crime,
in sweeping reforms prompted by public out-
rage over numerous bank scandals. The
nation’s major banks-which regularly rake in
multi-billion-dollar profits-have been under
scrutiny following a series of consumer fraud
allegations involving financial planning as
well as claims of interbank lending interest
rate rigging.

The announcement by the conservative
administration also came ahead of impend-
ing national elections, tipped to be held on
July 2, that are expected to be hotly contest-
ed by the Labor opposition that is calling for a
royal commission into banking misconduct.
Treasurer Scott Morrison said the govern-
ment recognized that “our banks have not
always lived up to the standards we expect”.

“That’s why we are continuing to act to
ensure our regulators are tough cops on the
beat with the resources and powers they
need to respond to misconduct and prose-
cute those who seek to take advantage of
consumers,” he said in a statement.

Morrison told reporters in Canberra that
Aus$121 million of the additional funding
would be footed by the banks. The sweeping
reforms include switching to an industry-
funded model for Australian Securities and
Investments Commission (ASIC) from mid-
2017 instead of taxpayer funding. A special
prosecutor would also be appointed to look
into alleged criminal activity in the financial
services industry. Leading financial institu-
tions, including the nation’s largest lender the
Commonwealth Bank, have hit the headlines
in recent years with some of them facing alle-
gations of dodgy financial advice and life
insurance, and mortgage fraud. — AFP

Australia boosts regulator 
funding after bank scandals

US tech giants
under EU cosh


