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BRUSSELS: The European Commission yesterday
fined US social media giant Facebook 110 million
euros ($120 million) for providing incorrect and
misleading information on its takeover of
WhatsApp, imposing its biggest penalty for such
a breach. "Today's decision sends a clear signal to
companies that they must comply with all
aspects of EU merger rules, including the obliga-
tion to provide correct information," EU
Competition Commissioner Margrethe Vestager
said in a statement.

"The Commission must be able to take deci-
sions about mergers' effects on competition in
full knowledge of accurate facts," Vestager said.
Facebook said in response that it cooperated with
the Commission. "We've acted in good faith since
our very first interactions with the Commission
and we've sought to provide accurate informa-
tion at every turn," a Facebook spokesperson said.

"The errors we made in our 2014 filings were
not intentional and the Commission has con-
firmed that they did not impact the outcome of
the merger review. Today's announcement brings
this matter to a close." EU regulators cleared the
then $19 billion Facebook acquisition of

WhatsApp in late 2014, finding no reason to
believe it would dampen competition in the bur-
geoning social media sector. In its statement yes-
terday, the Commission recalled that the merger
rules require companies to provide regulators
with the accurate information essential to any
review.

It noted that when Facebook notified the

Commission of the acquisition in 2014, the com-
pany had said it would "be unable to establish
reliable automated matching between Facebook
users' accounts and WhatsApp users' accounts".
"However, in August 2016, WhatsApp announced
updates to its terms of service and privacy policy,
including the possibility of linking WhatsApp
users' phone numbers with Facebook users' iden-
tities," it said. 

After launching a probe last year, the
Commission "found that, contrary to Facebook's
statements in the 2014 merger review process,
the technical possibility of automatically match-
ing Facebook and WhatsApp users' identities
already existed in 2014, and that Facebook staff
were aware of such a possibility." The
Commission said yesterday's decision and the
fine would have no impact on its October 2014
clearance of the deal. Commission spokesman
Ricardo Cardoso said the fine was less than it
could have been because Facebook cooperated.
Cardoso added it was nonetheless "the highest
fine we have ever imposed for a procedure
infringement in a merger case" and would serve
as a deterrent to others. — AFP

LONDON: British retail sales rebounded strongly
in April, as warmer weather boosted purchases of
food and household items, official data showed
yesterday. Sales by volume jumped by 2.3 per-
cent last month after dropping by 1.4 percent in
March, the Office for National Statistics said in a
statement. "Anecdotal evidence from retailers
suggests that good weather contributed to
growth," the ONS said.

The data comes three weeks before the coun-
try's general election and after official UK figures
in recent days showed weak wages growth,
falling unemployment and rising inflation. "Given

yesterday's news that real wages are now falling,
today's retail sales data was always going to be
closely scrutinised," said Ben Brettell, senior econ-
omist at stockbroker Hargreaves Lansdown.

"The theory went that squeezed household
budgets would likely hit retailers in the pocket
too. But in fact the (retail sales) figures beat
expectations handsomely." Analysts' consensus
forecast had been for a smaller rebound in April
of 1.0 percent.  "April's UK retail sales figures
should help to allay concerns that real consumer
spending growth is slowing sharply in the face of
higher inflation," said Ruth Gregory, UK econo-

mist at Capital Economics research group. While
Britain's economy has performed better than
expected since the country voted last year for
Brexit, recent data is pointing to weaker growth
as the country negotiates its exit from the
European Union. One concern is that rising infla-
tion, caused in large part by weak sterling push-
ing up import costs, could see the Bank of
England move to raise record-low interest rates
faster than expected. 

Prime Minister Theresa May is forecast to
strengthen her Conservative Party's parliamen-
tary majority in the June 8 election. —AFP
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China's foreign
direct investment

slips in Q1
BEIJING: Foreign direct investment into China
fell 0.1 percent to 286.41 billion yuan ($41.6 bil-
lion) in the first four months of 2017 from the
same period a year earlier, the Ministry of
Commerce said yesterday. Foreign investment
into China slowed in April, falling 4.3 percent
from a year earlier to 59.91 billion yuan, com-
pared to 6.7 percent growth in March. In the
first three months of the year, foreign invest-
ment rose 1 percent. The Chinese government
has promised new measures to further open its
economy to foreign investors this year, includ-
ing easing limits on investment in banks and
other financial institutions.

Foreign investment into China last year
rose 4.1 percent but was less than outbound
investment for the first time as capital out-
flows put pressure on the government to sup-
port the yuan.  Outbound investment has
declined sharply this year in the face of strict
controls on funds leaving the country, with
inbound investment for the first four months
of the year surpassing outbound investment
by over $15 billion. China's April non-financial
outbound direct investment (ODI) fell 71 per-
cent from a year earl ier  to $5.82 bil l ion,
according to Reuters' calculations based on
data from the Ministry of Commerce released
Wednesday. — Reuters 

Hackers steal
17m users' data

from Indian
restaurant

NEW DELHI: India's largest restaurant and
food delivery app Zomato announced yes-
terday that the data of 17 million users had
been stolen from its database, including
names, email addresses and protected
passwords. The startup said the "hashed"
passwords could not be decrypted but rec-
ommended users change their login
details if they use the same password for
other services. Zomato's chief technology
officer Gunjan Patidar said customers'
financial information was stored separately
from the stolen data and was not compro-
mised by the hack.

"No payment information or credit card
data has been stolen/leaked," he said in a
statement on Zomato's website, adding
they were scanning all possible breaches in
their system. "Your credit card information
on Zomato is fully secure, so there's noth-
ing to worry about there."

Those affected had been logged out of
the website and app and had their pass-
words changed "as a precaution", he
added. A report on an online hacker news
website carried in local media said the
trove of personal data was being auctioned
on the dark web for roughly $1,000 by a
hacker using an alias.

The hack of the internationally popular
e-commerce startup comes on the heels
of the "WannaCry" cyberattack, the world's
biggest ransomware attack to date. The
culprits demanded payment in virtual cur-
rency and threatened to delete files on
compromised computers, which num-
bered in the hundreds of thousands
worldwide. Zomato, which boasts 120 mil-
lion user visits a month, said it was "plug-
ging any security gaps" and would further
enhance its security measures after the
database breach. —AFP

UK retail sales rebound in April

LONDON: This file photo taken on May 16, 2017 shows pedestrians reflected in a shop window on Oxford street in central London. British retail
sales rebounded strongly in April, as warmer weather boosted purchases of food and household items, official data showed yesterday. — AFP

WhatsApp and Facebook app icons on a
smartphone in New York. — AP


