
‘Super-efficient’ 
Somali Islamists 
rake in cash
NEW YORK/NAIROBI: Somalia’s Islamist insur-
gents are moving millions of dollars through the for-
mal bank system and appear to be investing in busi-
nesses and real estate, according to a United Nations
report offering a rare glimpse into their finances.

Al-Shabaab has for years been battling Somalia’s
internationally-backed government to impose strict
Islamic law in the anarchic Horn of Africa nation. “Al-
Shabaab remains in a strong financial position and is
generating a significant budgetary surplus, some of
which is invested in property purchases and busi-
nesses in Mogadishu,” said the report by the UN
sanctions panel on Somalia.

The report by the group, which monitors compli-
ance with an arms embargo on Somalia, is due to be
published this week. The Al-Qaeda-linked Somali mil-
itants carry out frequent bombings and attacks at
home and have also killed hundreds of civilians in
Kenya and Uganda. Earlier this year, Al-Shabaab
killed three Americans at a US military base in Kenya.

The UN report said the group had funded various
small- and medium-sized businesses, including in
Mogadishu’s main Bakara market which sells every-
thing from guns to food. The report included details
on two bank accounts held at Salaam Somali Bank,
founded in 2009 as part of the Hormuud group of
companies, raising questions about Somalia’s capaci-
ty to enforce a 2016 law aimed at curbing terrorist
financing. The bank said the panel had not provided
them details, so it was unable to verify. “The Panel’s
report makes no allegation of misconduct against
Salaam Somali Bank,” it said in a statement. “There

has also been no instance where Salaam has opened
an account for a sanctioned individual or entity.”

Somalia’s Financial Reporting Center, which over-
sees compliance laws against money laundering and
terror financing, said it is investigating the allegations
against Salaam. Nearly $1.7 million moved through
one of the accounts during a 10-week period until
mid-July this year, the report said, noting the account
appeared set up to receive Islamic tax called zakat. 

Multi-million turnover
With around 5,000 fighters, Al-Shabaab controls

towns and countryside in southern Somalia, but its
spies and assassins operate nationwide. Its estimated
expenditure last year was around $21 million, with
about a quarter of that going to the Amniyat intelli-
gence arm. Al Shabaab also runs its own courts. One
businessman told investigators that the courts had
summoned him this year and ordered him to pay
more than $100,000 in zakat based on a review of his

business, which they had assessed before he arrived.
The businessman, who was not named, provided a

banking deposit slip and a receipt from al Shabaab to
investigators as proof of payment. Another account,
which appeared to handle fees levied on businessmen
using Mogadishu port, had $1.1 million moved
through it from mid-February until the end of June
this year, the report said. It included a cash deposit of
$25,000 by someone calling himself “A B C” on doc-
umentation. In total, the two accounts made more
than 128 transactions exceeding the $10,000 thresh-
old that should trigger automatic reporting to the
Financial Reporting Centre.

When asked if the accounts had been shut
down, Amina Ali, head of the centre, told Reuters:
“All the necessary steps have been taken.” The
report also examined a single road checkpoint -
one of dozens - that former Al-Shabaab tax offi-
cials told investigators made between $1.8 million-
$2.4 million per year.  — Reuters

BEIJING: While SHEIN has its origins in
China it is one of the biggest shopping
apps in the United States, SHAREit has
been banned in India despite being mas-
sively popular elsewhere, and Likee is
chasing TikTok-but desperate to avoid a
similar fate. China’s app makers are having
to be agile in a world where key markets
have turned hostile to their country’s tech. 

They are either going under the radar
in territories where the war over privacy,
security and geopolitics rages-or are
moving to friendlier markets to win mil-
lions of downloads. Experts say that
could signal an unstoppable rise for
China’s smart and responsive tech,
depending on the long-term damage that
security and diplomatic squabbles may
bring to the Made in China brand.

For now, the strategies of Chinese-
owned platforms-quick reflexes to their
customer base and aggressive social
media marketing-are winning fans in
unexpected places. Fast-fashion online
retailer SHEIN has deployed a legion of
influencers and celebrities in the US,
including singers Rita Ora and Katy
Perry, to soar up the app store rankings.

The platform also advertised a Perry-
curated range of affordable tees, dresses
and accessories to coincide with her
album launch this year. The company now
boasts one of the top five free shopping
apps on Apple’s app store in the US,
Australia and France, according to US-

based research agency Sensor Tower.
“Many of their global users will actually
be unaware that they are dealing with a
Chinese company,” Hong Kong-based
retail analyst Philip Wiggenraad said of
such apps. In a February post on WeChat
to recruit suppliers, SHEIN said it had
operations spanning more than 200
countries, with 2019 sales exceeding 20
billion yuan ($2.96 billion).

Catch me if you can 
Even TikTok, battered by an owner-

ship dispute in the US where it is accused
of being a security risk, has racked up
around 800 million installs this year
globally despite the squall of negative
publicity, Sensor Tower data shows. That
comes despite its blacklisting in India,
which has also banned more than 200
other Chinese apps in the wake of a
deadly border dispute earlier this year.

TikTok is now struggling to close a
deal allowing it to continue its massively
popular US operations.

The travails of the app-and others
winded in the geopolitical ruckus-may
signpost the way ahead for other less
well-known Chinese platforms.  File-
sharing app SHAREit, banned in June by
India, has quickly pivoted to new mar-
kets.  It says it already has 20 million
monthly active users in South Africa and
is also targeting Indonesia, which has the
world’s fourth-largest population.

Others are basing outside China and
experts say tying in early with western
businesses could balance against poten-
tial boycotts by suspicious governments.
“We have servers in several different
locations across the globe, including the
United States, Singapore and India,” a
spokesperson for Bigo, owner of short-
video app Likee, said. “But we do not
have any servers in mainland China or
Hong Kong.” Bigo was built and head-
quartered in Singapore before being
bought by Chinese firm JOYY, which is
listed on the Nasdaq in New York. The
app was the third-most installed by a
Chinese publisher for the year to mid-
September, according to Sensor Tower.

Adapt or die? 
With privacy, cybersecurity and

potential influence by Beijing all hot-but-
ton issues, Chinese developers will need
to do a lot more to convince governments
and consumers in the long term. 

Suspicions will likely “change the
landscape in which they operate, and
force them to adopt very different busi-
ness and data localization strategies”,
said Severine Arsene of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong. That could
mean locating a company’s headquarters
and tech development in “safer” territo-
ries, or locating data processing in differ-
ent territories.

“This requires adapting the whole

tech architecture of a given service,” she
added. The pressure points to the funda-
mental issue of Chinese companies being
seen as “de facto proxies” of the Chinese
Communist Party, says Hinrich
Foundation research fellow Alex Capri.

“Chinese firms will find it increasingly
difficult to compete outside of a techno-
authoritarian digital landscape,” he added.
Chinese companies have increasingly
drawn suspicion over whether they might
be compelled to share data with the gov-

ernment. Despite recent spats with
Washington and New Delhi, Beijing has
shown no signs of “putting aside its tech-
nology ambitions”, said United Overseas
Bank economist Ho Woei Chen.  Even a
future decoupling of China from the glob-
al tech supply chain could have the unin-
tended consequence of forcing “Chinese
companies to upgrade and build up their
capabilities”, she added. And buffed up
by a vast domestic market, “they will like-
ly remain in business”. — AFP

B u s i n e s s Thursday, October 15, 2020

9

Cyber warriors 
sound warning on 
working from home
TALLINN, Estonia: Cyber warriors on
NATO’s eastern edge are warning that the
growing number of people working from home
globally due to the pandemic is increasing vul-
nerability to cyberattacks.

The Baltic state of Estonia hosts two cyber
facilities for the Western military alliance-set up
following a series of cyberattacks from neighbor
Russia more than a decade ago. “Large scale
use of remote work has attracted spies, thieves
and thugs,” Jaak Tarien, head of NATO’s
Cooperative Cyber Defense Centre of
Excellence (CCDCOE), told AFP in an interview.

The increased amount of information travel-
ling between institutional servers and home net-
works is creating new challenges for employers.
“Tackling these new challenges is complicated
and requires a lot of resources as well as a dif-
ferent kind of approach,” Tarien said.

“We are likely only scratching the surface in
assessing the magnitude of malicious activities
taking place in the Covid-era busy cyber-
space.” An EU-wide survey in September
found that around a third of employees were
working from home.

Boom in online courses 
The concerns are echoed at NATO’s Cyber

Range-a heavily-guarded facility protected by
barbed wire in the center of the capital Tallinn
run by Estonian defense forces. The server
rooms inside serve as a platform for NATO
cyber security exercises and training.

“Specialists have set up the work infrastruc-
ture, but they cannot control the way people
use their home internet or how secure it is,” said
Mihkel Tikk, head of the Estonian defence min-
istry’s cyber policy department. Tikk said the
latest cyberattacks have targeted Estonia’s
health sector and Mobile-ID-the mobile phone
based digital ID. The coronavirus pandemic has
also affected operations at the cyber facilities
themselves, forcing the cancellation of offline
exercises. But the NATO Cyber Defense Centre
said the silver lining is the growing popularity of
the cyber security courses it is putting online.

The online courses include “Fighting a
Botnet Attack”, “Operational Cyber Threat
Intelligence” and “IT Systems Attack and
Defense”. There were 6,411 students by
September 1 and the centre is aiming for 10,000
by the end of 2020.

‘A massive mistake’ 
The Cyber Defense Centre was set up follow-

ing a series of cyberattacks of unprecedented
sophistication on Estonian websites in 2007. The
Russian pro-Kremlin youth organization Nashi
later claimed responsibility. These days, Estonia
faces a “continuous flow of attacks” and repelling
them requires constant work, Defense Minister
Juri Luik said. But he said the country was in “a
pretty good situation” since it has had time to
learn from past experience. “We have worked
diligently to guarantee that the computer net-
works are difficult to break in and the communi-
cation is encrypted-both military but also civilian
communication. “So I think it is relatively more
difficult to harm Estonia than many other coun-
tries who perhaps are not so used to working via
cyberspace and haven’t given too much attention
to cyber defense,” he said. — AFP

In shadow of TikTok, China’s 
apps hoover up downloads

App makers are becoming agile in hostile markets

PARIS: This file photo illustration shows the logo of the application TikTok in Paris. China’s
app makers are having to be agile in a world where key markets have turned hostile to their
country’s tech. —AFP

MOGADISHU: Rickshaw taxis drive past the Salaam Somali Bank in Wadajir district of Mogadishu
yesterday. — Reuters

How one tech firm 
is pushing into 
electric vehicles
NEW YORK: The miniature motors that make
iPhones buzz on silent helped power Japan’s Nidec
to become a 1.5-trillion-yen ($14 billion) company.
In recent years, Nidec’s founder Shigenobu
Nagamori has turned his attention to autos, and a
technology which turns electricity stored in the bat-
tery into propulsion power. This technology, called
an e-axle or e-drive, is emerging as a new competi-
tive front as the auto industry shifts to electric vehi-
cles. By 2030, Nagamori says he wants a 35 per-
cent slice of a global e-axle market that is forecast
to be worth $20-30 billion a year by then, up from
an estimated $2.8-$3 billion now.

He is betting that electric cars will follow the
same route as room aircons, washing machines and
computers, with key components, such as motor
systems and central processing units, standardized
and supplied by a few dominant tech firms.
“Laptops and aircons from different makers might
look different outside, but you look inside, the (key)
parts are all more or less the same. The gut tech-
nologies of EVs are going to become as commodi-
tized or standardized” as these items, Nagamori
told an earnings news conference earlier this year.
E-axles and batteries will come from a few compet-
itive suppliers, he predicted.

To ensure Nidec emerges as one of these suppli-
ers, Nagamori, a no-nonsense 76-year-old, has set
his sights on acquiring gear-maker JATCO from
Nissan Motor Co and combining it with Nidec’s
motor and power-control electronics business.

Some details of this effort, which Nissan is resisting,
are reported here for the first time. The takeover
battle underscores how quickly electrification is
reshaping the auto industry. “Nidec brings to the
auto industry the tech industry’s approach,” says
Daiwa Securities analyst Shiro Sakamaki. “Like
cell-phones and laptops, car models are already
being redesigned at an increasingly rapid pace, and
Nagamori is betting that trend will accelerate and
automakers are going to leave the development and
manufacturing of technologies such as the e-axle to
suppliers.”

Nagamori declined to be interviewed for this
article. Nidec declined to comment about its pursuit
of JATCO. The e-axle, or e-drive, combines an elec-
tric vehicle’s gear, motor, and power-control elec-
tronics. It’s the “brain” that controls how a vehicle
manages energy stored in its battery and trans-
forms it into power. It also helps to recover energy
lost in braking and returns it to the battery.

In other words, a well-designed e-axle maximizes
a vehicle’s power efficiency and acceleration and
helps extend its driving range and its smoothness. The
technology has emerged as a competitive front in
part because automakers are under pressure to cut
electric vehicles’ manufacturing costs to make them
as affordable as mainstream gasoline cars. — Reuters 

Uber, Lyft argue in 
California court 
over status of drivers
NEW YORK: Ride share services Uber and Lyft
on Tuesday defended their business model before a
California appeals court, fighting a law requiring
them to reclassify their drivers as employees. 

The hearing was part of a legal battle the two
ride share platforms have with California authori-
ties, who are seeking to enforce the law known as
AB5, which regulates the status of independent
workers.

The law, which entered into force in January,
requires businesses in the “gig economy” to reclas-
sify independent contractors as employees eligible
for unemployment coverage, medical and other
benefits-something Lyft and Uber have categorical-
ly refused to do. The court, which ordered the two
ride-hailing rivals back in May to obey the law,
granted them a temporary reprieve in late August.

Uber and Lyft had threatened to pull out of
California, which would have left tens of thousands
of drivers without work. On Tuesday, Uber’s attor-
ney Theodore Boutrous faced the court’s three
judges to argue that law AB5 would force the com-
pany “to completely change its business model.” 

He said the company “is not a hiring entity, it is
not a transportation company (...) It’s a multisided
platform that allows riders and drivers to connect.”
During his argument delivered via video-confer-
ence, Boutrous also tried to establish a distinction
between Uber and Lyft, saying the company he
represents guaranteed more independence and
freedom to its drivers and that its case should be
therefore heard separately. —AFP


