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TOKYO: Japanese mobile giant SoftBank
yesterday hit back at a bid by a group of
investors to unseat the former Google exec-
utive seen as heir apparent to its billionaire
founder Masayoshi Son. The company
slammed the “unsubstantiated allegations”
leveled at its president Nikesh Arora, whom
the investors said should be investigated
and possibly sacked over potential conflicts
of interest tied to his role as an adviser to a
private equity firm. SoftBank said yesterday

“the Board takes its duties seriously and is in
the process of reviewing the letter”. 

Son, one of Japan’s richest men and the
chief executive of SoftBank, has referred to
Arora as his likely successor. Yesterday, he
backed the former Silicon Valley executive. “I
have complete trust in Nikesh and one thou-
sand percent confidence in him and know
he will continue to do great things for
SoftBank in the future,” Son said in a state-
ment. The unidentified group, represented

by a US law firm, outlined its concerns in a
letter to the Tokyo-based company, suggest-
ing Arora, 48, may have also been involved
in past wrongdoing while they questioned
his business track record, Bloomberg News
reported.

The group also contacted US mobile
giant Sprint, which is owned by SoftBank.
Arora sits on its board. “Despite these issues,
the SoftBank board saw fit to make Arora the
third-highest paid executive in the world

without any track record of accomplishment
at the company,” the letter said. The letter
has not been made public and SoftBank
declined to supply a copy to AFP. Arora’s
salary made headlines last year with reports
saying SoftBank was paying him $135 mil-
lion. Arora-who gave up a high-profile post
at Google to join the Japanese firm in 2014 -
said last year he would buy $483 million in
SoftBank shares to show his confidence in its
prospects.—AFP 

SoftBank slams bid to unseat founder’s heir apparent

TOKYO: Businessmen walk past the electronic stock indicator outside a security company in Tokyo yesterday. The
benchmark Nikkei 225 index soared 2.70 percent, or 457.08 points, to close at 17,363.62, boosted by a broadly weaker
yen and another oil price surge, though Mitsubishi Motors collapsed 20 percent after it admitted falsifying fuel efficien-
cy tests. —AFP 

TOKYO: Mitsubishi Motors shares nose-
dived again yesterday as panic selling
wiped about $2.5 bill ion off the
automaker’s market value in response to
its shock admission that it cheated on
fuel-efficiency tests. The embarrassing
revelation is the latest in a string of
recent scandals to hit Japanese firms,
while German giant Volkswagen strug-
gles to restore its badly dented reputa-
tion after a massive emissions scandal.
The news has also raised questions
about Mitsubishi’s future as it faces the
prospect of huge lawsuits and fines.

Yesterday, the embattled stock went
into freefall, plunging to 583 yen ($5.31)
in Tokyo, down 20 percent, after it dived
15 percent on Wednesday when the
news first broke. Japanese transport
ministry officials descended on a com-
pany research and development centre
yesterday morning, as the government
slammed the maker of Outlander sport
utility vehicles and Lancer cars. “This has
critically damaged consumers’ trust and
it won’t be tolerated,” top government
spokesman Yoshihide Suga said yester-
day. “It’s an extremely serious issue.”
Mitsubishi admitted Wednesday that

unnamed employees rigged tests to
make some of its cars seem more fuel-
efficient than they were in reality.

The company said it would halt pro-
duction and sales of the affected vehicle
models-mini-cars sold in Japan includ-
ing some made for rival Nissan-and
warned that the number of cars
involved in the scandal would likely rise.
Mitsubishi’s top executive conceded
Wednesday that the crisis would take a
bite out of its bottom line, as the firm
widens an internal probe to cars sold
overseas. “This is not a simple problem
and we need time” to assess the impact,
president Tetsuro Aikawa told a news
briefing. “But I’m sure there will be an
impact. The damage will be big.”

Company loyalty  
The collapse of Mitsubishi’s stock on

Wednesday was its biggest one-day
plunge since 2004. At that time,
Mitsubishi was struggling to launch a
turnaround as it teetered on the edge of
bankruptcy, hit by a lack of cash and a
series of huge recalls linked to deadly
defects.  Bailouts by the Mitsubishi
group companies saved the automaker,

which had covered up defects linked to
flawed axles that could lead to wheels
coming off the car.

Regulators must now deal harshly
with Mitsubishi to ensure it overhauls a
corporate culture that prizes unwaver-
ing loyalty to the company even more
than many Japanese firms, likely a key
driver in the latest cover-up, one expert
said. “Just as Volkswagen got slapped
with very severe sanctions...Mitsubishi
also needs to face tough measures so
it’s guaranteed that the company will
change,” said Hideyuki Kobayashi, a
business professor at Hitotsubashi
University, who authored a book about
the company’s struggles a decade ago.

The falsified figures were discovered
after Nissan found inconsistencies in
fuel-economy data. Japan’s number-two
automaker said it would halt sales of the
affected mini-cars, but added that it had
no immediate plans to change its busi-
ness relationship with Mitsubishi. Mini-
cars, or kei-cars, are small vehicles with
660cc gasoline engines that are hugely
popular in the Japanese market,
although they have found little success
abroad. —AFP 

ZURICH: Global exports of Swiss watches plum-
meted in March, amid a dramatic contraction of
s a l e s  i n  m a i n  m a r k e t s  H o n g  K o n g  a n d  t h e
United States. Exports fell 16.1 percent from
March 2015 to 1.5 billion Swiss francs ($1.5 bil-
lion, 1.4 billion euros), the Federation of the
Swiss Watch Industry (FHS) said. In 2015, watch
exports recorded their first full-year decline
since 2009, contracting by 3.3 percent with
weakening Hong Kong demand already the
main factor.

And FHS said the downward trend was accel-
erating. The numbers last month, it said, were
“the lowest March figures since 2011.” “The
scale of the downturn is also unusual, since we
must go back to the crisis of 2009 to find rates
of  variat ion of  this  order,”  i t  said.  Analysts
voiced disappointment at lacking improve-
ments  on the market .  “The mood amongst
watch retailers seems to have deteriorated in
recent months,” Citi Research analyst Thomas
Chauvet said in a note, blaming “subdued eco-
nomic conditions, stock market and (currency)
volati l ity,  travel fears after several  terrorist
attacks in Europe and depressed oil prices.”

The slump came as top Swiss watch market
Hong Kong saw one of its sharpest downturns,
slumping a full 37.7 percent compared to March
a year earlier. The Hong Kong watch market has
steadily shrunk since the 2014 pro-democracy
Umbrella protests chased away the wealthy
Chinese tourists who previously travelled there
in droves to purchase luxury timepieces. And
the strengthening Hong Kong dollar has since
prompted them to look to other markets where
prices are more attractive. Exports to the United
States,  the second largest market for Swiss
watches, meanwhile fell 32.9 percent in March.

And the market in China slumped 13.7 per-
cent, countering signs of a timid recovery seen
at the end of last year. After years of euphoric
growth, the Chinese market took a major hit fol-
lowing a 2013 Beijing decision to crack down on
corruption by banning extravagant gifts like
expensive watches to public officials. Germany
was basical ly  the only  market  bucking the
downward trend last month, showing 2.2 per-
cent growth over March 2015, “which confirms
the steady improvement in its situation,” FHS
said. Japan, which had recently provided a small
dose of optimism to the gloomy market, mean-
while disappointed, recording a 9.4 percent
drop in demand from a year earlier.—AFP 
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