
BRUSSELS: The EU unveiled its strategy for artificial
intelligence yesterday as Europe jumps to catch up to
the US and China and dispel fears of Big Brother con-
trol. From household robots to facial recognition, AI
will be the technology of the future and Europe is
eager to play a central role in defining the rules as well
as pushing its own champions.

“We want the application of these new technolo-
gies to deserve the trust of our citizens,” European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen told
reporters. “This is why we are promoting a responsi-
ble, human-centric approach to artificial intelligence,”
she said.

EU officials widely acknowledge that Europe missed
the first internet revolution with an online world domi-
nated by Silicon Valley’s Google, Facebook and Apple,
as well as Chinese players like Tencent.

To avoid repeating the past, the AI roadmap pro-
posed yesterday is the first step in a long road to legis-
lation, with Brussels hoping for draft laws by the end of
the year. The far-ranging plans will face furious lobby-
ing from corporate giants and governments and will
require ratification by European Parliament. The heads
of Google and Facebook already made their views
known during recent visits to Brussels.

“Artificial intelligence is not good or bad in itself. It
all depends on why and how it is used,” said the EU
Commission’s executive vice president on digital policy,
Margrethe Vestager. AI reproducing “human language

can make a chat bot... and give us a better consumer
experience, but it can also be used to create fake
news,” she told a news conference.

The commission, the EU’s executive arm, will first
and foremost seek to repeat the success of its landmark
GDPR regulation that has become a global standard for
protecting data privacy online.

‘Battlefield’
The EU said trust would be a guiding principle for

AI in Europe, with higher-risk uses in health, security
or transport facing stricter demands on transparency
and human oversight. Lower-risk users would be large-
ly left alone, but eligible for a voluntary labeling scheme
if they apply higher standards.

The other ambition will be to create a single mar-
ket for data where companies and universities could
have free access to the mountain of data that drives
AI. Risking the anger of big corporations, the EU is
considering forcing tech giants to share their data or
face sanctions, which would require a change in anti-
trust laws.

“The battle for industrial data starts now and Europe
will be the main battlefield,” said the EU’s Industry
Commissioner Thierry Breton. “Europe has everything
it needs to be a leader,” the former tech CEO added.
Even though facial recognition is one of the most con-
troversial examples of artificial intelligence, the EU
stepped back for asking for a ban of its use. — AFP
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US takes aim 
at Rosneft to 
press Venezuela
WASHINGTON: The United States on
Tuesday imposed sanctions against a sub-
sidiary of Russian state-controlled oil giant
Rosneft over its key role in Venezuela, step-
ping up international pressure to break leftist
President Nicolas Maduro’s grip on power.
Rosneft Trading SA, which has helped sell
Venezuelan oil despite unilateral US sanctions,
and Rosneft vice president Didier Casimiro
were targeted by the US Treasury
Department.

“As the primary broker of global deals for
the sale and transport of Venezuela’s crude oil,
Rosneft Trading has propped up the dictatorial
Maduro, enabling his repression of the
Venezuelan people,” Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo said in a statement. Pompeo added in
a tweet: “Those who prop up the corrupt
regime and enable its repression of the
Venezuelan people will be held accountable.”

The sanctions will block any assets of
Rosneft Trading or the Belgian-born Casimiro
that come through the United States. It also
makes transactions with them a crime for any-
one under US jurisdiction. Opposition leader
Juan Guaido, who recently returned from a
global tour that included a White House meet-
ing with President Donald Trump, hailed the
new US pressure on Maduro’s regime.

“This news is a victory!” Guaido tweeted.
“Whoever supports the dictator, no matter
who they are or where they come from, must
bear the consequences,” he said. Russia
denounced what it described as a US attempt
to “bend the world to its will” as well as
Washington’s “banal desire to create advan-
tages for American businesses that cannot
stand up against fair competition from Russian
companies on the world stage.”

“The destructive US policy of sanctions is
increasingly undermining global freedom of
commerce, which the Americans say they
defend, and raises international tensions,” the
Russian foreign ministry said in a statement.

Venezuelan Foreign Minister Jorge Arreaza,

whose government espouses socialism, said
the sanctions “violate the rights to free trade
and free enterprise.”

Seeking to dent Maduro cash 
The United States and about 60 other

countries recognize Guaido as Venezuela’s
interim president and not Maduro, who pre-
sides over a crumbling economy that has sent
millions fleeing for lack of basic staples. But
US pressure has failed to oust Maduro who
still enjoys the support of the Venezuelan mili-
tary as well as Russia, China and Cuba.

Washington has already imposed multiple
sanctions aimed at toppling Maduro’s regime,
particularly by cutting his government’s oil
revenue. Maduro on Monday accused Trump
of plotting an invasion and said “we are not
afraid of military combat and we are going to
guarantee peace.”

Elliott Abrams, who is leading the US effort
to topple Maduro, voiced hope the latest step
would make a significant dent on Maduro’s
most important source of revenue.

“Today’s sanctions are another step in the
policy of pressuring the Maduro regime to
allow Venezuela to escape from its terrible cri-
sis through free and fair presidential elec-
tions,” Abrams told reporters. “There will be
more steps and further pressure in the coming
weeks and months,” he warned. Abrams said
Rosneft handles around 70 percent of

Venezuela’s oil and that the country’s top
importer has been India, followed by China.

Delhi has promised to cut down purchases
because of its strong ties with the United
States. Abrams voiced confidence that the
global oil market would remain stable, pointing
in part to rising US production.

“We’re not trying to raise oil prices. We’re
trying to diminish the amount of money avail-
able to the Maduro regime,” Abrams said.
Rosneft yesterday announced a sharp increase
in net profit last year despite a polluted oil
incident involving a key pipeline and OPEC’s
production reduction agreement.  — AFP

The state-controlled company posted a net
profit of 708 billion rubles last year ($11 bil-
lion), up 29 percent compared to 2018.
Rosneft CEO Igor Sechin, who is a close ally
of President Vladimir Putin, said the compa-
ny’s financial performance was successful last
year despite “a series of negative factors and
market uncertainties.”

In April, a key pipeline to Europe named
Druzhba, or Friendship, was shut down due to
contamination with chlorine compounds. The
pipeline takes oil to a number of countries
including Poland, Germany and Slovakia.

“The restriction of oil intake to the
Transneft main pipeline system did not allow
the company to fully realize the potential of
its production capacity,” Sechin said in a
statement. — AFP

MOSCOW: In this file photo, Russia’s oil company Rosneft’s CEO Igor Sechin meets Russian
President at the Kremlin in Moscow.  — AFP

BRUSSELS: European Commission Executive Vice-President Margrethe Vestager (center) and EU Commissioner for
Internal Market Thierry Breton (right) give a press conference on Artificial Intelligence (AI) yesterday at the
European Commission headquarters at the Berlaymont building in Brussels. — AFP

Despite trade 
wars, Trump 
says US ‘open 
for business’
WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump said Tuesday that he wants to avoid
policies that make it difficult for other
countries to do business with the United
States-even as his administration has done
precisely the opposite. Trump has imposed
tariffs on billions of dollars in goods and
launched disputes with most key US trad-
ing partners over the past three years, but
in a lengthy Twitter thread, the president
said, “We don’t want to make it impossible
to do business with us. That will only mean
that orders will go to someplace else.”

“The United States cannot, & will not,
become such a difficult place to deal with
in terms of foreign countries buying our
product, including for the always used
National Security excuse, that our compa-
nies will be forced to leave in order to
remain competitive,” he tweeted.

Trump appeared to be directing his
tweets at hardliners in his White House,
referring to a proposal to block General
Electric from selling jet engines to China. “I
want China to buy our jet engines, the best
in the World,” he said. “I have seen some
of the regulations being circulated... and
they are ridiculous.”

US officials are considering denying a
license to CFM International, a joint ven-
ture between GE and France’s Safran SA,
to export more of its jet engines to China,
the Wall Street Journal reported over the
weekend, citing people familiar with the
discussions.

The report said the aim was to cripple

development of China’s Comac airliner.

National security threat 
But Trump has freely used the national

security justification in his confrontational
trade strategy, imposing tariffs on steel
and aluminum worldwide to protect key
American industry, and threatening to do
likewise for cars from Europe. In the most
costly trade conflict, Trump announced
tariffs on virtually 100 percent of goods
imported from China. A truce signed in
January suspended the most damaging of
those, but the majority remain in place.

US trading partners have not stood idly
by as Trump imposes tariffs, retaliating
with punitive duties on American goods
like bourbon, motorcycles and farm prod-
ucts, which obliged the government to
provide millions in aid to farmers. In the
latest dispute-a 15-year-old case over
European government subsidies to
Airbus-Washington hit out with 25 per-
cent tariffs on a host of goods, including
Scotch whisky, French and Spanish wines,
and English cheeses.

Trump also slapped penalties on French
goods in response to a digital tax.
Nonetheless, he said, “I want to make it
EASY to do business with the United
States, not difficult.”

“The united states is open for busi-
ness!” In fact, US companies have been
forced to shift operations or find new
sources for components, or plead for
exemptions from the trade policies.
Likewise, foreign buyers of American
goods have gone elsewhere in many cases.

“With each round of cascading tariffs,
Trump has bullied more American compa-
nies into becoming protectionist,” Chad
Bown, trade expert at the Peterson
Institute for International Economics, said
in a recent paper. “For many Americans,
the higher costs resulting from his tariffs
mean they can no longer compete with
foreign firms in either the US or global
market.” — AFP

Foreign pilots at 
Chinese airlines 
return home 
BEIJING/SYDNEY: Foreign pilots at
some Chinese airlines have returned to
their home countries and are considering
other jobs after being placed on unpaid
leave as demand falls because of the
coronavirus, affected flight crew told
Reuters. Meanwhile, Chinese pilots with
greater job security said their income has
been sharply reduced because most of
their pay is based on flying hours.

Data firm OAG estimates about 80
percent of scheduled airline capacity to,
from and within China has been cut this
week because of SARS-CoV-2, the virus
that has killed more than 2,000 people.
Chinese airlines have been the hardest hit.
Major employers of foreign pilots, includ-
ing China Southern Airlines Co Ltd and
HNA Group’s Hainan Airlines Holding Co
Ltd, have acted swiftly to cut their losses,
according to pilots and industry experts.

China Southern did not respond imme-
diately to a request for comment, and
HNA declined to comment. “All the for-
eign pilots are on leave until the virus sit-
uation gets better,” said an expatriate
captain at China Southern who, like all of
those who spoke to Reuters, requested
anonymity because he was not authorized
to speak with media. “For the moment we

are all in our home countries.”
Expats are typically paid more than

local staff and work on contracts, which
means they are more expendable in a
downturn, industry experts said. “We
have seen pilots heading back to
Australia in January and February due to
the stand down and seeking new roles,”
said Kirsty Ferguson, the head of
Sydney-based airline interview coaching
firm Pinstripe Solutions.

As China’s airline sector ballooned, it
imported foreign experience: the number
of foreign pilots flying with Chinese air-
lines more than doubled to over 1,500
between 2010 and 2019, according the
Civil Aviation Administration of China.
China will need another 124,000 pilots in
the next 20 years, according to Boeing, as
an expanding middle class drives demand
for air travel. But foreign pilots said being
put on leave without pay makes it less
likely they’ll return when demand recovers.

A foreign captain at Fuzhou Airlines,
part of HNA Group, said he was placed
on unpaid leave when the virus hit and
was concerned it would be permanent.
“They hope people will find other jobs
as none can go without pay forever,”
he said. “This way they ‘save their
face,’ and secondly they don’t feel
obliged to dismiss you properly
according to the contract.” The pilot
said that he was looking for jobs closer
to home, but that so far those options
paid less than in China. Foreign pilots
can make more than $300,000 a year
there, making it one of the best-paying
markets in the world. — Reuters

Coronavirus 
slams Adidas, 
Puma sales 
FRANKFURT: German sportswear makers
Adidas and Puma said yesterday store clo-
sures in China because of the novel coron-
avirus outbreak had caused sales to plummet
in recent weeks.

“Our business activity in Greater China
has been around 85 percent below the prior
year level since Chinese New Year on January
25,” Adidas said in a statement. Competitor
Puma said “business in China is heavily
impacted due to the restrictions and safety
measures implemented by the authorities.”

More than half of its own stores and part-
ner outlets are closed at the moment, it
added. Adidas said it faced “a significant
number of store closures” in its network of
500 owned stores and 11,500 franchises in
China, while fewer people are shopping at
those which remain open.

The group’s “Greater China” region, which
includes Taiwan and Hong Kong, has for
years been one of the fastest-growing areas
of the world for Adidas sales. And the Asia-

Pacific region as a whole accounted for
around one-third of Adidas’ 6.4 billion euros
($6.9 billion) in revenues in the first nine
months of 2019.

Despite the novel coronavirus’ spread to
some other countries in the region, “we have
not yet observed any major business impact
outside of Greater China,” Adidas said. But
Puma said “business in other markets, espe-
cially in Asia, is suffering from lower numbers

of Chinese tourists”.
Looking ahead, neither company could

predict how big the impact of the virus
would be on their annual results. Puma said
it expected the situation to “normalize in
the short term”, keeping the company on
track to achieve its full-year targets. Adidas
bosses will provide an update when the
company releases its 2019 earnings data on
March 11. — AFP

The logo of Germany’s sportswear maker Puma is seen during the company’s annual press
conference yesterday in Herzogenaurach, southern Germany. — AFP


