
Shanghai 

WECHAT creator Allen Zhang is count-

ing on a breakthrough in video to 

thwart TikTok owner ByteDance Ltd, 

building on the success of his last big 

overhaul of the all-in-one messaging 

app.

Mr Zhang, celebrated in China for 

inventing Tencent Holdings Ltd’s sig-

nature creation, has toyed for years 

with  ways  to  keep  and  expand  

WeChat’s industry lead, particularly 

as upstarts like Douyin – the Chinese 

twin to TikTok – began to surpass 

WeChat in user time-spent.  Since 

2017, mini apps – the last significant 

WeChat innovation – have blossomed 

into a US$240 billion marketplace, 

with 400 million daily users doubling 

the amount they spent last year on 

transactions such as booking rides 

and buying groceries.

Through mini programs, WeChat 

has become intrinsic to the lives of 

over a billion people and is the back-

bone of the Chinese tech giant’s 

sprawling Internet empire that spans 

social media, gaming and financial 

services. In his annual spiel to de-

velopers, Mr Zhang signalled that the 

next chapter of the platform will be fo-

cused on short-form videos: an arena 

where Tencent is playing catch-up to 

nemesis ByteDance.

“In terms of self-expression and 

media consumption, our era is shift-

ing toward videos,” Mr Zhang said 

Tuesday in a two-hour speech at 

WeChat’s 10th anniversary developer 

conference.

The explosive growth in video has 

upended China’s social media land-

scape over the past four years, with 

Douyin accumulating 600 million 

daily users and cementing its posi-

tion as the go-to for goofy lip-syncing 

videos. By September last year, Byte-

Dance’s share of Chinese app users’ 

screen time had climbed to 15 per 

cent from 12 per cent a year earlier as 

Tencent’s dropped to 41 per cent 

from 45 per cent, according to re-

searcher QuestMobile.

In response, the 51-year-old Mr 

Zhang – who commands a cult-like fol-

lowing in China thanks to WeChat’s in-

fluence – first touted the app’s short-

videos function during last year’s 

event in Guangzhou. Just like in 

Douyin, users of the Channels feature 

scroll through an endless stream of 

videos or photos recommended by al-

gorithms. In just six months, the func-

tion had garnered 200 million daily 

active  users,  Mr  Zhang  said  on  

WeChat in June. Since then, it’s up-

graded that function so users can also 

scout for nearby live-streamers and 

tip them with virtual coins.

Tencent  has  dabbled  in  short  

videos in the past, with mixed suc-

cess. Its infamous “shark womb” cul-

ture has given birth to numerous 

products akin to Douyin, with its 

Weishi  app  making  the  biggest  

splash.  It’s  also  an  investor  in  

Kuaishou,  the  Douyin  competitor  

that’s said to be planning a US$5 bil-

lion Hong Kong initial public offering 

this year.

Mr Zhang devoted most of his 

speech this year to detailed discus-

sions of Channels’ product design. 

While WeChat’s social  feeds have 

been centred around words and long-

form articles, many people find it 

easier to create content via videos, he 

said. Unlike rivals, Channels won’t 

lure influencers with cash prizes and 

both social networks and machine re-

commendations will play a part in de-

ciding what content shows up on user 

feeds, he said. The company now has 

nearly 200 people working on the 

product, growing from just around 20 

when it started, he added.

“It’s challenging for everybody to 

drive traffic to a new standalone app 

rather than making it part of their ex-

isting apps. That’s where Channels dif-

fers significantly from Weishi,” said 

Michael Norris, research and strategy 

manager  at  Shanghai-based  con-

sultancy AgencyChina. “WeChat is 

this piggy bank that drives new use 

cases. The question is why Tencent 

didn’t do that sooner.” 

WeChat executives giving present-

ations on Tuesday showed how for-

midable the Chinese super-app is to 

just about every Internet peer: about 

300 million people now buy fresh pro-

duce through mini programs, sig-

nalling Tencent’s rapid inroads into 

the hottest sphere of online com-

merce. Roughly 800 million made use 

of its health code during the lock-

downs, as the Chinese government 

sought to track people’s movements 

via apps to control the spread of the 

virus. Monthly active users for mini-

program games alone surpassed half 

a billion.

Still, Tencent faces some head-

aches. The Chinese government has 

sent a warning shot to its technology 

giants  by  issuing  wide-ranging  

guidelines against monopolistic prac-

tices on the Internet from the sharing 

of sensitive information to alliances 

that squeeze out smaller rivals. While 

the crackdown has so far focused 

largely on areas such as e-commerce 

and fresh produce delivery, Tencent’s 

overwhelming leadership in gaming 

and social media may draw scrutiny.

WeChat, for its part, has estab-

lished a so-called walled garden that 

controls what content and services its 

users can interact with. ByteDance, 

which has been eating away at Ten-

cent’s lead in areas like social media 

and gaming, is among a number of 

rivals that  have long complained 

about the platform blocking their ser-

vices. 

The  companies’  billionaire  

founders – Zhang Yiming at Byte-

Dance and Tencent’s Pony Ma – have 

previously traded barbs and, as re-

cently  as  this  month,  ByteDance  

senior executives publicly accused 

the larger company of blocking its of-

ferings including Douyin and work 

app Feishu on WeChat.

There are signs Asia’s most valu-

able corporation is making tentative 

efforts to ease away from that closed 

ecosystem. WeChat is focused on 

opening up access to its mini pro-

grams this year, executives said Tues-

day, and users can now access the lite 

apps through links sent via email and 

text messages. BLOOMBERG 

San Francisco

GOOGLE artificial intelligence (AI) re-
searcher Margaret Mitchell has been 
locked out of corporate systems, mak-
ing her the second outspoken critic at 
the company to be sidelined after col-
league Timnit Gebru departed in acri-
monious circumstances last month.

The Alphabet Inc unit has an Eth-
ical AI team, led by Ms Mitchell, and a 
set of principles for developing the 
technology in a socially responsible 
manner. Ms Gebru tweeted on Tues-
day that Ms Mitchell’s “corp access is 
now locked” and that the researcher 
had been told she would remain 
locked out “for at least a few days”. Ms 
Mitchell didn’t immediately respond 
to a request for comment.

A Google spokesman said the com-
pany is actively investigating the mat-
ter and provided the following state-
ment: “Our security systems automat-
ically lock an employee’s corporate ac-
count when they detect that the ac-
count is at risk of compromise due to 
credential problems or when an auto-
mated rule involving the handling of 
sensitive data has been triggered. In 
this instance, yesterday our systems 
detected that an account had ex-
filtrated  thousands  of  files  and  
shared them with multiple external 
accounts. We explained this to the em-
ployee earlier today.” 

Ms Gebru, best known for showing 
how facial recognition algorithms are 
better at identifying White people 
than Black people, left Google in a 
storm of controversy in December. 
She has said she was fired after the 
company demanded she retract a re-
search paper she co-authored that 
questioned an AI technology at the 
heart of Google’s search engine. The 
company has said she resigned.

Close to 2,700 Googlers and more 
than 4,300 academics and civil soci-
ety supporters signed a petition in fa-
vour of Ms Gebru. Google chief exec-
utive officer Sundar Pichai emailed an 
apology to employees and said he is 
investigating the incident.

Ms Mitchell has been a vocal sup-
porter of Ms Gebru on social media 
and a critic of the shortcomings of 
Google and other tech companies in 
how they address issues of race, 
gender and systemic bias.

The company has increasingly 
clashed with employees in recent 
years over AI projects, especially with 
the military, and workplace diversity. 
Earlier this month, several employees 
unveiled the Alphabet Workers Union 
to pressure the company on issues in-
cluding compensation and ethical 
concerns such as the kinds of work 
Google engages in.

On Dec 21, April Curley, who 
spent six years as a Google diversity 

recruiter, said she was fired for speak-

ing out internally about her concerns 

that the company wasn’t sufficiently 

interested in diversifying its work-

force. In a Twitter thread, she said 

Google does not “want Black talent.” 

Subsequently, HBCU20x20, an or-

ganisation that pairs students from 

Historically Black Colleges and Uni-

versities with companies, cancelled 

an agreement to work with Google, 

which  was  signed  last  year.  

BLOOMBERG

Amsterdam

ASML Holding NV, a crucial supplier 

to  Samsung  Electronics  Co  and  

Taiwan Semiconductor Manufactur-

ing Co, beat analyst expectations for 

the first quarter, with US-China ten-

sions doing little to disrupt strong de-

mand.

Chief executive officer Peter Wen-

nink said the chip industry needs to 

deal with the global chip supply short-

age  that’s  crippling  carmakers  

around the world.

“This engine needs to start run-

ning again,” Mr Wennink said. “We 

start from an undercapacity view 

today. So we’ll just have to step up 

and ship more tools and more ma-

chines to get more semiconductor ca-

pacity out there.”

ASML shares on Wednesday hit a 

record high in Amsterdam trading at 

449.65 euros, a 2.2 per cent increase 

from the previous close.

The Dutch supplier of machines to 

make semiconductors expects rev-

enue in the first quarter of between 

3.9 billion euros (S$6.3 billion) and 

4.1 billion euros, with a gross margin 

of up to 51 per cent, it said in a state-

ment on Wednesday. Analysts had ex-

pected sales of 3.52 billion euros and 

a gross margin of 49.3 per cent.

ASML is insulated from the pan-

demic-induced economic downturn 

as customers like Intel Corp, Sam-

sung and TSMC need its latest ma-

chines to make chips that are faster, 

cheaper and more efficient.

In  the  fourth  quarter,  ASML  

shipped nine of its newest EUV ma-

chines and won orders for six EUV sys-

tems representing 1.1 billion euros, 

which etch smaller circuits while in-

creasing capacity and speed.

“The build out of the digital infra-

structure and the continued techno-
logy innovation is relevant to the con-
sumer, automotive and industrial  
markets and drives demand across 
our entire product portfolio,” Mr Wen-
nink said.

The company has struck an up-
beat tone on future demand, under-
pinned by developments in artificial 
intelligence, high-performance com-
puting and 5G wireless networks.

It’s dismissed the long-term im-
pact of US sanctions on Chinese com-
panies, which bring ASML around 800 
million euros in revenue a year. The 
company has suggested underlying 
demand  will  endure,  even  if  it  
switches to other customers in the 
semiconductor supply chain.

ASML stock had risen 62.6 in the 
past 12 months, far out-pacing a 12.4 
gain in the Stoxx Europe technology 
index. BLOOMBERG

Washington

ON his last full day in office, US Presid-

ent Donald Trump signed an execut-

ive order the White House said was 

aimed at preventing foreign mali-

cious cyber actors from using US on-

line infrastructure to carry out their 

activities.

The order, which provides the 

Commerce Department with the au-

thority to impose record-keeping ob-

ligations on foreign transactions, is 

viewed as a response to the recent 

hacking campaign that infected soft-

ware from SolarWinds Corp and tar-

geted organisations including govern-

ment agencies.

“Foreign malicious cyber actors 

threaten our economy and national 

security through the theft of intellec-

tual property and sensitive data, and 

by targeting United States critical in-

frastructure,” National Security Ad-

viser Robert O’Brien said in a state-

ment. 

He said abuse of American infra-

structure service products – such as 

those offered by cloud outfits like 

Amazon Web Services and Microsoft 

Azure – had “played a role in every cy-

ber incident during the last four 

years, including the actions resulting 

in the penetrations of United States 

firms FireEye and Solar Winds”.

It was a “much-needed step, unfor-

tunately it takes a significant and pub-

lic compromise like the SolarWinds 

breach into US government infrastruc-

ture to drive change like this,” said 

Jon  DiMaggio,  chief  security  

strategist at Analyst1, a cyber-threat 

analysis firm in Reston, Virginia.

“It certainly isn’t the first time sup-

ply chain attacks have happened, nor 

is it the first time the US government 

has been aware of the problem. It’s 

about time we started looking past 

the vendor cost to determine what 

technology we allow to support crit-
ical government infrastructure,” he 

added.

The order allows the Commerce 
Department to block American infra-

structure firms from operating in 

countries where those products are 
used for malicious cyber activity, 

either by individuals or if the coun-

try’s own government is a source of 
that activity.

The order also grants powers to 

ban or impose conditions on foreign-
ers opening or maintaining accounts 

with American firms within the US if 

they are found to be involved in mali-
cious cyber activity.

The  Commerce  Department  is  
tasked with proposing regulations 

within six months of the order being 

issued, but it isn’t clear that the incom-
ing administration led by Joe Biden 

will implement it.

“I could see them adding a com-
ment period or something from the 

impacted  companies,”  said  Alex  

Stamos, a Stanford University pro-

fessor helping SolarWinds’ recovery 
efforts after its breach, who had 

served as chief security officer at Face-

book until 2018. Mr Biden “might just 
wholesale wipe out every executive 

order too.” 

In December, Austin, Texas-based 
SolarWinds found itself at the centre 

of the largest cybersecurity attack in 

recent memory. Suspected Russian 
hackers breached the internal net-

works of at least 200 customers, in-

cluding US government agencies and 
an as-yet-unknown number of private 

companies, a cybersecurity firm and 

people familiar with the investigation 
told Bloomberg News.

In an operation that cybersecurity 
experts have described as exceed-

ingly sophisticated and hard to de-

tect, the hackers installed malicious 
code in updates to SolarWinds’ widely 

used Orion software, which was sent 

to as many as 18,000 customers. 
BLOOMBERG
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Singapore

SP Group has acquired Engie’s stake 

in Sino-French Energy Services (SFES) 

in Chongqing for an undisclosed 

sum, the company said on Wednes-

day evening.

Under an agreement, SP is acquir-

ing Engie’s 40 per cent stake in the 

company, making this the group’s 

first acquisition of energy assets in 

China, it said in a statement.

“The acquisition of Engie’s stake in 

SFES strengthens SP Group’s district 

cooling  and  heating  presence  in  

Chongqing and expand our capabilit-

ies into combined cooling heating 

and power offerings for the hospital 

segment,” said Stanley Huang, SP’s 

group chief executive.

He added that SP, together with 

Chongqing Gas Group, will continue 

to play a key role in supporting the 

hospitals to become more energy effi-

cient in combined cooling heating 

and power, while growing its market 

share.

Besides Chongqing, SP also de-

tailed its new partnerships and collab-

orations in Shanghai and Guangzhou.
The group inked an agreement 

with the Sino-Singapore Guangzhou 
Knowledge City (GKC) in August 2020 
to develop district cooling and heat-

ing  solutions  for  the  Knowledge  
Tower in the city.

It also signed a memorandum of 
understanding with State Grid Shang-
hai Energy Services in October to 

study the feasibility of jointly devel-
oping and investing in integrated en-

ergy projects to bring sustainable en-
ergy solutions to customers in Shang-
hai.
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Through mini programs, WeChat has become intrinsic to the lives of over a billion people and is the backbone 
of Tencent’s sprawling Internet empire that spans social media, gaming and financial services. PHOTO:  SPH  FILE

CEO Peter Wennink: “We’ll just 
have to step up and ship more 
tools and more machines to get 
more semiconductor capacity
out there.”

CEO Stanley Huang: “The 
acquisition of Engie’s stake in
SFES strengthens SP Group’s 
district cooling and heating 
presence in Chongqing.”

IN THE MATTER OF
THE INSOLVENCY, RESTRUCTURING

AND DISSOLUTION ACT 2018
(NO. 40 OF 2018)

AND IN THE MATTER OF
GINZA RYORI PTE. LTD.

(In Members’ Voluntary Liquidation)
(Company Registration No. 201716346E)

NOTICE TO CREDITORS
NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that the creditors of the
abovenamed Company, which is being voluntarily
wound up, are required on or before 22 February
2021 to send in their names and addresses, and the
particulars of their debts or claims and the names
and addresses of their solicitors (if any) to the
undersigned, the Liquidator of the said Company,
and if so required by notice in writing from the said
Liquidator are, by their solicitors or personally, to
come in and prove the said debts or claims at such
time and place as shall be specified in such notice,
or in default thereof they will be excluded from the
benefit of any distribution made before such debts
are proved.
Dated this 21st day of January 2021
Lim Yau Wen
Liquidator
7500A Beach Road #11-320
The Plaza, Singapore 199591

IN THE MATTER OF
THE INSOLVENCY, RESTRUCTURING

AND DISSOLUTION ACT 2018
(NO. 40 OF 2018)

AND IN THE MATTER OF
GINZA RYORI PTE. LTD.

(In Members’ Voluntary Liquidation)
(Company Registration No. 201716346E)

NOTICE OF RESOLUTIONS
At an Extraordinary General Meeting of the members
of Ginza Ryori Pte. Ltd. (the “Company”) held on
Thursday, 14 January 2021 at 3.00 p.m. at 200
Newton Road, #09-01 Newton 200, Singapore
307983, the following resolutions were passed:
It was RESOLVED as SPECIAL RESOLUTIONS:
(1) THAT the Company be wound up voluntarily

pursuant to Section 160(1)(b) of the Insolvency,
Restructuring and Dissolution Act 2018 (No. 40
of 2018) (the “Act”);

(2) THAT Ms Lim Yau Wen of c/o 7500A Beach
Road, #11-320 The Plaza, Singapore 199591
is appointed Liquidator for the purpose of
such winding up and that the Liquidator be
remunerated for the work involved and be
reimbursed any disbursements incurred in
connection with the liquidation;

(3) THAT the Liquidator be indemnified by the
Company against all costs, charges, losses,
expenses and liabilities incurred or sustained
by the Liquidator in the execution and discharge
of her duties in connection with the liquidation;

(4) THAT the Liquidator be authorised to exercise
any of the powers provided by Section 144(1)
and 144(2) of the Act; and

(5) THAT the Liquidator is authorised to distribute
either in cash or in specie or in kind to the
Contributories any part or all of the surplus
assets of the Company.

Singapore, 21 January 2021
Susan Chan
Secretary
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