
MOSCOW: Russia’s internet watchdog
yesterday warned Facebook it would
be banned in 2018 unless it complies
with a law on storing local users’ data.
“ The law is  compulsor y for al l ,” the
head of  Roskomnadzor  te lecoms
watchdog Alexander Zharov told jour-
nalists in Moscow, quoted by Interfax
news agency.

“We will work on getting Facebook to
observe the law,” Zharov said. “This will all

happen in 2018 definitely.” A controver-
sial law passed in 2014 requires foreign
messaging services, search engines and
social networking sites to store the per-
sonal data of Russian users inside Russia.

The law, which was fiercely opposed
by the telecommunications industry, is
an apparent move to pressure sites such
as Facebook and Twitter into handing
over user information.  

“In any case we will either get the law

carried out or the company will stop
working in Russia, as unfortunately hap-
pened to LinkedIn,” Zharov said. “There
are no exceptions here,” he added.

Russian internet providers last year
blocked the LinkedIn professional net-
working site after Roskomnadzor said it
broke the law on personal data storage.
Zharov’s comments came after Facebook
revealed that Russia-l inked fake
accounts paid for ads that may have

influenced last year ’s  US election.
Facebook said it was sharing its findings
with the US authorities. The threat of a
ban also comes as Russia is gearing up
for presidential elections in March next
year. Facebook is widely used by the
opposition to President Vladimir Putin to
coordinate protests and make political
statements.

Opposition leader Alexei Navalny,
who intends to stand against Putin but

will almost certainly be barred, uses
Facebook to communicate with support-
ers.  The online platform allows him to
bypass state television, which only gives
him negative coverage. 

“ We understand very well  that
Facebook has a significant number of
users in Russia, but on the other hand,
we understand that it ’s not a unique
service, there are other social media
sites,” said Zharov. — Reuters
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Russia threatens to ban Facebook in 2018

BRUSSELS:  A summit of European Union lead-
ers in Estonia intended to chart out a digital
future for the continent is set to be upstaged by
less utopian issues including Brexit and the
unexpected rise of the far right in Germany.

The EU’s 28 leaders, including British Prime
Minister Theresa May, are to meet for two days in
Tallinn starting tomorrow to discuss how Europe
can more efficiently transform to the digital age.

Estonia, which holds the EU’s six-month rotat-
ing presidency, bills itself as the avant-garde of
the digital revolution and called the talks to help
bring the rest of the bloc up to speed.

Instead, the national leaders are expected to
focus on the next steps for the EU over the com-
ing years, after the shock of Britain’s vote to
leave the bloc and the lingering presence of
populism in the continent. At a dinner on
Thursday, the leaders will be given an open
forum for a “frank and informal” discussion, EU
President Donald Tusk said in a letter inviting
them to the meeting.

Macron’s eurozone plans 
The gathering of leaders will be the first since

Europe’s most powerful leader, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, won a fourth term on
Sunday, but with a disappointing result that

included historic gains for the country’s hard-
right nationalist party, the AfD.

It will also follow a major speech by French
President Emmanuel Macron in which he will set
out ambitious eurozone reform proposals that
he kept under wraps until after the German elec-
tion. His plans include creating a budget for the
eurozone which would be overseen by a finance
minister and a new parliament-proposals that
are sure to be greeted wearily in Berlin.

This skepticism will be even greater if Merkel
enters a coalition government, as expected, with
the pro-business Free Democrats party, which in
the campaign poured cold water on French
pleas for closer eurozone ties. The Tallinn summit
also follows a state of the union speech by
European Commission President Jean-Claude
Juncker which called for deeper integration
across the board, not just in the eurozone.

This included calling for more states to join
the euro and the passport-free Schengen area,
and a simplification of leadership at the EU.

‘Very glad’ to have May 
A senior EU diplomat firmly denied that the

presence of Britain’s May would stifle debate,
saying the leaders were “very glad” she would be
in Tallinn. “We reject talk that we cannot talk

with Prime Minister May in the room,” the diplo-
mat said. May will arrive in Tallinn as a fourth
round of official Brexit negotiations wraps up in
Brussels. In a closely watched speech last Friday,
May called for a two-year transition period while
promising to meet Britain’s existing EU budget
commitments at least until Brexit, and outlining
new legal guarantees for the rights of the rough-
ly three million EU nationals living in Britain.
Both of these are key demands of the EU, along
with the need to find a solution for how to han-
dle Northern Ireland’s border with EU-member
Republic of Ireland. But the top negotiators from
each side immediately issued clashing demands
as the talks got underway on Monday.

The talks in Tallinn are coming after other EU
summits on the bloc’s future in Slovakia, Malta
and Italy were all held without Britain. At the
Rome summit in March, the EU’s 27 remaining
leaders renewed their vows, celebrating the
troubled bloc’s 60th anniversary with a commit-
ment to a common future.

Formerly part of the Soviet Union, Estonia has
reinvented itself by taking a jump to the digital
world, modernizing and digitizing all aspects of
public life.The discussions on digital issues will
cover cybersecurity and the free movement of
data in the EU, a priority for Estonia. —AFP

EU digital summit upstaged
by Germany and Brexit

Tallinn session seeks to chart out Europe’s digital future

TURIN: From left, EU Commissioner for the Digital Single Market Andrus Ansip, German deputy economy minister Matthias Machnig, deputy US
chief technology officer at the White House Michael Kratsios, Canadian minister of innovation, science, and economic development Navdeep
Bains, Italian Economic Development minister Carlo Calenda, French junior minister for the digital sector Mounir Mahjoubi, British minister of
state for digital and culture Matthew Hancock, Japanese member of the House of Representatives Shinsuke Okuno and Japan’s member of the
House of Councillors Daisaku Hiraki pose for a group photo during a G7 Industry ministers meeting, in Turin yesterday.—AP

BEIIING: Chinese authorities appear to
have severely disrupted the WhatsApp
messaging app in the latest step to tighten
censorship as they prepare for a major
Communist Party congress next month.

Users in China have reported wide-
spread disruptions in recent days to the
Facebook-owned service, which previously
malfunctioned in the country over the
summer. Experts said the problems began
on Sunday, but text messaging, voice calls
and video calls appeared to be working
again on Tuesday, though voice messages
and photos were not going through.

WhatsApp provides message encryption
technology that likely does not please
Chinese authorities, which closely monitor
and restrict cyberspace through their
“Great Firewall”.

Many Chinese activists favor WhatsApp
over local messaging apps because of its
end-to-end encryption function. China has
tightened online policing this year, enact-
ing new rules that require tech companies
to store user data inside the country as well
as imposing restrictions on what is permis-
sible content.

Chinese cyberspace regulators said
Monday they slapped “maximum” fines on
major Chinese tech firms Baidu and Tencent
for allowing the publication of pornograph-
ic, violent and other sorts of banned materi-
al on their social media platforms. The
amount of the fines was not disclosed.
Websites such as Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest
and a slew of foreign media have been
blocked for years. The WhatsApp troubles
emerged ahead of the Communist Party
congress on October 18, when President Xi
Jinping is expected to be given a second
five-year term as the party’s general secre-
tary. “It smells like Party congress pre-emp-
tive blocking,” said Jason Ng, who researches
China’s internet at the Citizen Lab at the
University of Toronto. China usually steps up
surveillance around major events, Ng said. 

‘Extreme censorship’ 
While the WeChat messaging app

owned by China’s Tencent company is more
widely used in the country, many

WhatsApp users complained about the dis-
ruptions. “As we get closer to the Party con-
gress, I think authorities will use more
extreme censorship measures. The public
knows that WeChat isn’t safe,” prominent
Beijing-based activist Hu Jia told AFP.

“Me and other dissidents use WhatsApp
to communicate 70 percent of the time. For
the few days WhatsApp was completely
inaccessible, we didn’t talk at all,” Hu said. 

Earlier this month, WeChat informed its
users in a new privacy policy that it would
“retain, preserve or disclose” users’ data to
“comply with applicable laws or regula-
tions”-confirming long-held public
assumptions about the company’s prac-
tices.  Other users in China noted that the
WhatsApp disruptions would make it diffi-
cult to work with clients abroad.

“Facebook, Twitter, Gmail, Viber were
blocked before. Now even WhatsApp is
blocked? Without good messaging tools, it
will reduce the efficiency of the foreign
trade industry,” wrote one person on Weibo,
China’s Twitter-like social media website.  I
can live without the others (applications),
but blocking WhatsApp is driving me crazy,”
said another. WhatsApp declined to com-
ment. The Open Observatory of Network
Interference, a global censorship detection
group, said China started blocking
WhatsApp on Sunday.

Growing firewall 
To operate in China, some foreign tech

companies have complied with local regu-
lations. But others such as Google have
chosen to pull out completely from main-
land China.

In July, Apple removed software allow-
ing internet users to skirt China’s “Great
Firewall” from its app store in the country,
drawing criticism that it was bowing to
Beijing’s ever-growing web censorship.
Such software, called virtual private net-
works (VPN), allow people in China to access
any website, even those that are blocked.
Beijing mandated in January that all devel-
opers must obtain government licenses to
offer VPNs and there has been concern that
it might ban them outright. — AFP 

MUNICH/PARIS: French politicians voiced con-
cerns yesterday that a planned multibillion dol-
lar merger of the rail assets of Alstom and
Siemens could give the German company the
upper hand. Two sources familiar with the mat-
ter told Reuters that the French company plans
to pay shareholders a special dividend if the
deal does go through. Siemens is expected to
opt for a deal with Alstom rather an alternative
with Canada’s Bombardier, two sources familiar
with the matter told Reuters.

Siemens Mobility is set to be merged into
Alstom, in which Siemens would hold 50 per-
cent plus one share, while the chief executive
would be Alstom’s current boss Henri-Poupart
Lafarge. The likely transaction has political ram-
ifications, since the French state owns around
20 percent of Alstom. A special dividend would
even out the value of Siemens and Alstom,
which has too much cash on its balance sheet,
to smooth the intended 50-50 joint venture,
one of the sources said. “Will there be a special
dividend? Yes,” said the second person.

Siemens and Alstom are strong in high-
speed intercity trains with their ICE and TGV
models. Siemens is also the leader in signaling
technology, while Bombardier - whose trans-
portation headquarters are in Berlin - is stronger
in commuter and light-rail trains. Siemens
stands to gain control of Alstom’s main busi-
ness, since all of Alstom’s divisions deal with the
railways and transportation industries.

Signs of backlash
Several politicians and French trade union

activists expressed concerns over France losing
control of its TGV high-speed train - a symbol of
national pride that has highlighted French
engineering skill - and over possible job losses.

Shares in Alstom, which had rallied in recent
sessions on anticipation of a deal, slipped 0.25
percent while Siemens shares were broadly flat.

“The problem is that at the end of the day, it

would likely be a Siemens company, although
we still need clarification on the capital struc-
ture,” said Prime Partners fund manager
Francois Savary, whose firm holds Siemens
shares. French right-wing politician Nicolas
Dupont-Aignan criticized the likely deal on
Tuesday as being more favorable to Germany
than France, as did far-right politician Nicolas
Bay, the National Front’s secretary general.

“The Franco-German partnership must not
result in the eradication of French industry!”
Bay said on Twitter. Eric Woerth, a member of
the right-wing Republicans’ party, voiced simi-
lar views on his Twitter account. 

“Is this now the end of Alstom? Will TGV
become German? Why does the government
accept such an imbalance?”

A tie-up between the two - aimed at creat-
ing a European champion in the railway sec-
tor similar to Airbus in aviation - would repre-
sent a reconci l iat ion of  sor ts  between
Siemens and Alstom.

Alstom snubbed the German company in
2014 to sell its energy division to General
Electric in a deal that also saw Paris take a 20
percent stake in Alstom, under a temporary
agreement with construction group
Bouygues. —Reuters 

China disrupts WhatsApp ahead 
of Communist Party meeting

This photo illustration shows the WhatsApp application logo (C) on a smartphone
screen in Beijing yesterday. Chinese authorities appear to have severely disrupted
the WhatsApp messaging app in the latest step to tighten censorship as they prepare
for a major Communist Party congress next month.—AFP

BEIJING: China has fined several of the
country’s biggest technology firms for fail-
ing to remove illegal online content as the
authorities intensify their policing of the
internet.

Three web giants operating popular
social media services have received “maxi-
mum penalties” for allowing the publica-
tion of pornographic, violent and other
sorts of banned material, the Cyberspace
Administration of China said. Internet users
had shared the content on Baidu’s online
forum Tieba, the microblogging site Weibo,
and Tencent’s WeChat application, accord-
ing to the watchdog. 

The companies also failed to block con-
tent that “promoted ethnic hatred,” it said in

a statement on Monday. The amounts of
the fines were not made public. The com-
panies were also ordered to immediately
remove illegal content as well as increase
platform management measures.

A Baidu spokeswoman told AFP the
company is “actively cooperating with the
government” to “purge bad information”
from its Tieba forum. Regulations in force
since 2000 say websites are responsible for
ensuring the legality of any information
posted on their platforms.

China has tightened online policing this
year, enacting new rules that require tech
companies to store user data inside the
country as well as restrictions on what is
permissible content. —AFP

Alstom and Siemens rail deal runs 
into French political concerns

BELFORT: This file photo taken on September 12, 2016 shows a person walking in front of
the French power and transport engineering company Alstom factory in Belfort (eastern
France). France’s Alstom and Germany’s Siemens have a deal ready to sign that would merge
their rail businesses in the face of Chinese competition.—AFP

LYON: Co-creator, with his twin brother Benjamin, of the Lyon-based startup
TwinswHeel, Vincent Talon presents an industrial droid assistant on Monday at the
SNCF (French National Railway Corporation) technicentre in Oullins, near Lyon.— AFP

China fines tech firms 
over online content


