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BRUSSELS: Facebook parent Meta may be in the 
Big Tech club but it sees itself as being dwarfed by 
“Giant Tech” company-and corporate foe-Apple, a 
top executive, Nick Clegg, said Wednesday. 

“There’s Big Tech and there’s Giant Tech,” Clegg 
told an audience in Brussels, where Meta was 
courting policymakers with its latest virtual-reality 
(VR) gear. 

“I mean Apple is now, what, eight times the size 
of Meta” in terms of stock market capitalisation, he 
said. “I mean, it’s just there is very, very, very, very 
big” in the Big Tech sector and Apple is it, added 
Clegg. The comparison underlines Meta’s steep 
market slide over the past 16 months-and the bad 
blood with Apple, which has eviscerated Meta’s 
data collection strategy. Apple last year introduced 
a data privacy option on its hugely popular iPhones 
that prevents Meta and other online data collectors 
getting user tracking information they previously 
relied upon to target advertising. 

That has contributed to a halving of Meta’s 
third-quarter profits this year. 

The US company’s costly focus on the metaverse, 
a virtual world where users appearing as digital 
avatars can interact, has also played a role. Meta-re-
branded to reflect its focus-has spent a staggering 
$100 billion to date on building that technology, 
whose widespread adoption is forecast to be many 
years away. Meta last month announced it was axing 
11,000 employees — 13 percent of its workforce-in 
a general tech belt-tightening that has also seen jobs 
shed at Twitter, Amazon and Hewlett-Packard. 

Challenge from China  
Meta’s stock market capitalization has slid 

from an all-time high of $1.07 trillion in August 
2021 to just over $300 billion today-a 72 per-
cent drop. Apple’s over the same period has 
stayed steadi ly above $2 tr i l l ion s ince late 
2020, and is currently around $2.3 trillion. 

Meta has long complained that  Apple is 
bu i ld ing a  “wal led  garden” , wi th  i t s  users 
locked into its devices, operating system and 
app store, at the expense of Meta and other 
online players. 

Both Meta and Apple, as well as other Big 
Tech ones, have repeatedly come under the 
regulatory microscope in the European Union 
and the United States as commercial strategies 
butt up against anti-trust and data privacy con-
cerns. But Clegg said China was increasingly 
challenging the US domination of the online 
world. “You’ve got US and Chinese big tech 
now real ly kind of  looming over the whole 
scene,” he said. 

“And don’t, by the way, underestimate how 
aggressively Chinese big tech is investing in 
the metaverse,” he added, pointing to the Pico 
VR headsets being marketed by ByteDance, 
the  Ch inese  owner  o f  popu la r  soc ia l  app 
TikTok. Meta’s own investment into VR and 
Augmented Reality-collectively known as XR, 
or extended reality-showed its belief that “the 
biggest bets are the bets which are furthest 
away.. . and they’re also the ones where the 

technology is most expensive,” Clegg said. 
Investor criticism of that focus, and a “narra-

tive of pessimism” about Meta’s focus on it, 

“profoundly underest imates the very, very 
strong health of the underlying business” of the 
company, he said. —AFP
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South Korea orders  
truckers in fuel, steel  
sectors back to work 

 
SEOUL: South Korea on Thursday ordered 
striking truck drivers in the fuel and steel sec-
tors back to work as a walkout that has 
caused havoc in Asia’s fourth-largest economy 
prepares to enter its third week. The strike, 
which started on Nov 24 over minimum pay, 
delayed the supply of goods worth an estimat-
ed 3.5 trillion won ($2.65 billion) in its first 12 
days, according to Seoul’s trade ministry. 

The second major industrial action in less 
than six months, the walkout has triggered 
concerns about the impact on global supply 
chains, already strained by Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. 

“At today’s cabinet meeting, the govern-
ment decided to expand the scope of the 
order to restart work for transportation 
deniers to the steel and petrochemical indus-
tries,” finance minister Choo Kyung-ho told 
reporters. Thursday’s order to around 10,000 
drivers comes after Seoul last week ordered 
striking cement truck drivers back to work, 
which President Yoon Suk-yeol said was nec-
essary as their action posed a danger to the 
economy. 

Due to the strike, shipments of steel mate-
rials were down to about 48 percent com-
pared to normal levels, while petrochemical 
products were shipping at only 20 percent of 
normal levels, Choo said. 

“Our economy is facing a crisis due to the 
decrease in exports, inflation, and high inter-
est rates-we have no time and energy to 
waste on an unnecessary conflict,” Choo told 
reporters. Truckers who fail to comply with 
the order can be punished with jail terms of 
up to three years or a fine of up to 30 million 
won ($22,690) and have their licenses sus-
pended. The 25,000-strong Cargo Truckers 
Solidarity Union told AFP they were working 
on a statement in response to the govern-
ment’s decision. 

With fuel prices rising, the drivers have 
been demanding the government make per-
manent a “safe freight rate” minimum pay 
scheme, which is set to expire at the end of 
the year. 

The government said last month it would 
extend the program for three years but truck-
ers say more of them will become vulnerable 
to overwork and safety risks without a per-
manent minimum wage guarantee. South 
Korea has one of the highest industrial fatality 
rates for a rich economy, with more than 
4,000 work-related deaths reported from 
2020 to last year, according to Seoul’s labour 
ministry. —AFP

BRUSSELS: Meta President Global Affairs Nick Clegg (left) speaks during a press conference at the Meta showroom in 
Brussels on December 07, 2022.  —AFP

Misery in Zimbabwe  
over 19-hour  
power cuts 

 
HARARE: When midnight  s tr ikes , most 
Zimbabweans jump out of bed to make stews, iron 
their clothes or collect water-capitalising on a few 
hours of electricity as the country reels from crip-
pling power cuts. The southern African country has 
long battled with outages but the problem has 
sharply worsened since its main generator, a hydro 
plant at the giant Kariba Dam, began to struggle 
with  low water  levels  caused by recurr ing 
droughts. 

Since last week, the authorities have been impos-
ing up to 19 hours of cuts each day, usually turning 
on power between midnight and 5am. “The situation 
is now painful,” said Irvine Magede, a fruit vendor in 
front of a block of apartments in Harare’s oldest 
township of Mbare. 

“We simply wake up during (the) time they switch 
on local grids to charge our phones and iron our 
clothes,” said Magede, who is in his 30s. Life has 
become a daily grind for most Zimbabweans as the 
shrinking levels of water in one of the world’s largest 
reservoirs inflict prolonged blackouts and devastate 
livelihoods. 

University students this week had to do their 
exams in a half-lit hall, and hospitals are sometimes 
left without water because pumps are inoperative. 
The latest wrench in Zimbabwe’s power crisis began 
at the end of November, when the hydro plant in the 
Kariba Dam had to be switched off for lack of vol-

ume passing through its turbines, according to the 
Zambezi River Authority which manages the water 
supply. The blackouts have wreaked havoc on small 
businesses, already battered by a nearly two-
decade-old economic downturn. 

Charles Svidzi, a 59-year-old barber, said he had 
had to close his shop as he depends on electric hair 
clippers and there are no customers at night. “My 
clients can only come during the day,” Svidzi 
explained. He is now instead offering a phone-charging 

service for clients, using a small solar-powered battery. 
The welder he shares his business unit with 

has started sleeping on the workshop floor. He 
now works at night, making use of the available 
power supply to weld metal frames for windows 
and doors. Most families have stopped buying 
perishables in bulk, especially meat, and instead 
ration grocery purchases daily to avoid the pro-
duce going off. But butchers are also badly hit by 
the outages. —AFP 

Markets jostled by  
recession fears,  
China optimism 

 
NEW YORK: Wall Street stocks attempted to stage 
a relief rally and Hong Kong soared on Thursday, but 
elsewhere equity trading was still dominated by reces-
sion fears. 

Oil prices, meanwhile, rebounded slightly from 
recent sharp losses. Equity markets had been rising 
ahead of US jobs figures last week, boosted by a sur-
prise drop in inflation and comments from Federal 
Reserve boss Jerome Powell that the bank was likely 
to raise rates at a slower pace. 

But robust jobs figures and a jump in wages, plus 
data on Monday showing a forecast-busting jump in 
activity in the US services sector last month, raised the 
prospect that the Fed will not back down from sharp 
rate increases when it meets next week. Following 
several days of losses, Wall Street opened to the 
upside, with the Dow rising 0.4 percent. 

“What we have today, then, is a little rebound spir-
it-an assumption that the stock market is due for a 
bounce after behaving so poorly in more recent 
action...” said market analyst Patrick O’Hare at 

Briefing.com. European stocks tried to rally before 
Wall Street opened, but failed to hold onto gains. 
London was flat, while both Frankfurt and Paris were 
down 0.2 percent as trading got underway in New 
York. “The risk-off sentiment... remains hard to kick 
into touch as concerns about recession stay front and 
centre,” noted Susannah Streeter, senior investment 
and markets analyst at Hargreaves Lansdown. 

“The evil twins of recession and persistently higher 
inflation are lurking, keeping investors on edge.” 

Analysts pointed out that two-year US Treasury 
yields were much higher than those of 10-year bonds, 
which is usually considered a clear indication of a loom-
ing recession. This week also saw the heads of some of 
Wall Street’s biggest banks warn of a downturn. 

 
China COVID shift 

The fear of a US recession is playing off against 
China’s shift away from its zero-COVID strategy of 
lockdowns and mass testing that has been blamed for 
clattering the world’s number two economy. 

After widespread protests last month against the 
strict measures and calls for more political freedoms, 
authorities have scaled back many of them and on 
Wednesday announced a nationwide loosening of 
restrictions. While there are worries that the more lib-
eral approach will spark a surge in infections, it has 
helped fan a rally in Hong Kong where Chinese tech 
firms and property developers are listed. 

The Hang Seng Index closed up more than three 
percent Thursday. “Developments in China have a big 
role to play, although as we’re seeing once again, 
COVID-related moves are almost exclusively impact-
ing stocks in domestic markets,” said Craig Erlam, sen-
ior analyst at OANDA trading group. “We can see that 
again overnight, with reports of looser mask and isola-
tion requirements in Hong Kong lifting the Hang Seng 
and making it the clear outperformer in the region, 
while most other indices tread water.” —AFP

TOKYO: A man walks past an electronic board showing the 
values of various companies trading on the Tokyo Stock 
Exchange, along a street in Tokyo.  —AFP

HARARE: The southern African country has long battled with outages but the problem has sharply worsened 
since its main generator, a hydro plant at the giant Kariba Dam, began to struggle with low water levels caused 
by recurring droughts. 

Canada central  
bank hikes key  
rate to 4.25% 

  
OTTAWA: Canada’s central bank on Wednesday 
hiked its key lending rate by 50 basis points to 4.25 
percent, saying its aggressive moves to rein in infla-
tion were working but that the economy was still 
too hot. This is the highest interest rate in 15 years, 
after having started 2022 with a record low of just 
0.25 percent. 

The Bank of Canada said economic growth 
was stronger than expected in the third quarter, 
bolstered by robust commodity exports. But in a 
statement hinting that this was likely to be its last 
rate hike for now, it said “there is growing evi-
dence that tighter monetary policy is restraining 

domestic demand.” 
It pointed to consumption slowing as the year’s 

end approaches, a pullback in the housing market 
and other data that suggested “growth will essen-
tially stall through the end of this year and the first 
half of next year.” 

Desjardins analyst Royce Mendes noted that the 
size of the rate increase was “more hawkish than 
what was anticipated.” Most economists had pre-
dicted the bank would announce a 25 basis point 
increase. The bank, Mendes concluded in a research 
note, “continued to worry about inflation becoming 
entrenched and that’s what this rate hike is really 
about.” 

“Policymakers,” he added, “seem a little less sure 
about what comes next.” 

Looking ahead, the bank said its governing 
council would be “considering whether the policy 
interest rate needs to rise further to bring supply 
and demand back into balance and return inflation 
to target.” —AFP 

Fresh protests in  
Mongolian capital  

 
ULAANBATAR: Protesters took to the streets of 
Mongolia’s capital for a fifth day Thursday after the arrests 
of officials allegedly tied to a coal industry embezzlement 
scandal that has sparked public outrage. Since Sunday, 
thousands have marched in freezing temperatures in 
central Ulaanbaatar in a broad popular movement fuelled 
by anger over corruption as well as the East Asian 
nation’s struggling economy. Celebrities and social media 
influencers have joined calls for justice over claims that a 
so-called “coal faction” of lawmakers and executives had 
stolen billions of dollars from public coffers. 

Implicated lawmakers are alleged to have leveraged 
their ownership of coal mines and transportation com-
panies that move the fossil fuel across the border into 
China to make illegal profits. 

Rallies on Thursday saw over a thousand people 
brave minus 17 degrees Celsius (1.4 degrees 
Fahrenheit) temperatures to gather in Ulaanbatar’s 
Sukhbaatar Square-under the watchful eye of an 
imposing statue of national hero Genghis Khan. Rows 
of police were present but protests were peaceful, 
according to an AFP reporter at the scene, after ral-
lies earlier in the week saw minor clashes. Scores of 
police have been dispatched to the Tavan Tolgoi 
deposits, a key component of Mongolia’s state budg-
et, to investigate the alleged theft as well as corrup-
tion by customs officials. 

Justice Minister Nyambaatar Khishgee on 
Thursday announced the arrest of Gankhuyag 
Battulga, former CEO of Erdenes Tavan Tolgoi-one of 
the country’s largest coal mining firms-along with 
seven others accused of laundering money from 
embezzled coal. He also said camera recordings from 
a border crossing showed customs officials failing to 
register some vehicles, possibly allowing coal to be 
exported off the books. —AFP 


