
San Francisco

FACEBOOK on Wednesday said it has 

suspended more than 400 of thou-

sands of applications it has investig-

ated to determine whether users’ per-

sonal information was being improp-

erly shared.

Applications were suspended “due 

to concerns around the developers 

who built them or how the informa-

tion people chose to share with the 

app may have been used”, vice-presid-

ent  of  product  partnerships  Ime 

Archibong said in a blog post.

Apps put on hold at the social net-

work were being scrutinised more 

closely, he added.

The app unit launched in March by 

Facebook stemmed from the Cam-

bridge Analytica data privacy scan-

dal.

Facebook admitted that up to 87 

million users may have had their data 

hijacked by Cambridge Analytica,  

which  was  working  for  Donald  

Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign.

Mr Archibong said that a myPer-

sonality app was banned by the social 

network for not agreeing to an audit 

and “because it’s clear that it shared in-

formation with researchers as well as 

companies with only limited protec-

tions in place”.

Facebook planned to notify the ap-

proximately 4 million members of the 

social network who shared informa-

tion with myPersonality, which was 

active mostly prior to 2012, accord-

ing to Archibong.

Facebook has modified app data 

sharing policies since the Cambridge 

Analytica scandal.

“We will continue to investigate 

apps and make the changes needed 

to our platform to ensure that we are 

doing all we can to protect people’s in-

formation,” said Mr Archibong.

Britain’s data regulator said last 

month that it  will  fine Facebook 

£500,000 (S$882,000) for failing to 

protect user data, as part of its invest-

igation into whether personal inform-

ation was misused ahead of the Brexit 

referendum.

The Information Commissioner’s 
Office began investigating the social 
media giant earlier this year due to 
the Cambridge Analytica data mis-
handling.

Cambridge Analytica has denied 
accusations and has filed for bank-
ruptcy in the US and Britain. Silicon 
Valley-based Facebook last month ac-
knowledged it faces multiple inquir-
ies from regulators about the Cam-
bridge Analytica user data scandal.

Facebook chief Mark Zuckerberg 
apologised to the European Parlia-
ment in May and said the social media 
giant is taking steps to prevent such a 
breach from happening again.

Mr Zuckerberg was grilled about 
the breach in US Congress in April. AFP

Sydney

QANTAS Airways Ltd dropped the 
most in almost five months on con-
cern rising fuel prices and costs will 

erode earnings, even after the Aus-
tralian airline reported record annual 
profit.

The fuel bill – among the biggest 

expenses for any airline – will prob-
ably jump 21 per cent this financial 
year, the carrier said on Thursday. 
Wages and aircraft leases will also be-

come more onerous, it said, stoking 
concern a run of record earnings may 
falter.

The shares fell 2.8 per cent in 

Sydney on Thursday, after tumbling 
as much as 7.7 per cent earlier. The 
biggest loss since March 2 trimmed 
the stock’s gains this year to 30 per 

cent.
“The market has looked at that 

cost inflation and sold the stock 
down,” said Daniel Mueller, a fund 

manager at Vertium Asset Manage-
ment in Sydney. 

“The stock has had a really strong 

run without any pullback since the be-
ginning of the year. It’s a bit of a real-
ity check.”

Brent crude that has doubled to 

about US$75 a barrel from a January 
2016 low is casting a shadow over 
Qantas’s outlook, after chief execut-
ive officer Alan Joyce restored the car-

rier to profit with his cost-cutting 
turnaround plan. 

He has rewarded investors with 
share buybacks and dividends over 

the last three years. The stock is still 
the best performer in 2018 among 
global airlines.

With profit at a record, the airline 

pledged to return as much as A$500 

million (S$498.3 million) to share-
holders, including a higher-than-ex-

pected dividend and another stock 
buyback, it said in a statement on 

Thursday. About 27,000 employees 

were showered with bonuses worth 
A$67 million.

Underlying pretax profit in the 12 
months ended June rose 14 per cent 

to a record A$1.6 billion, the top of 
Qantas’s own forecast.

But, investors were spooked by 

the fuel bill. The airline said its total 
cost on kerosene is expected to in-

crease by about A$690 million to 
A$3.92 billion in the year through 

June 2019. Qantas said it’s confident 

it can “substantially recover” that lar-
ger fuel bill, based partly on forward 

bookings.
Speaking  to  reporters  on  

Thursday,  Mr  Joyce  said  Qantas  
should be able to “more than cover” 

higher fuel costs in the domestic mar-

ket, where the airline dominates smal-
ler rival Virgin Australia Holdings Ltd. 

He didn’t match that pledge for the 
more competitive international mar-

ket, saying only that Qantas will “sub-
stantially recover” the higher cost of 

jet fuel on those routes.

He is also upgrading his fleet with 
more fuel-efficient aircraft and redir-

ecting international capacity towards 
Asia to tap a travel and tourist boom. 

The carrier has ordered six additional 

Boeing Co 787-9 aircraft, the first of 
which will be delivered before the 

end of next year, taking its Dream-
liner fleet to 14 by 2020.

It is also looking into a larger ver-

sion of the Airbus SE A350 as the 

European jetmaker and Boeing Co vie 

to connect Sydney and London in a 

non-stop 20-hour flight by 2022, said 

Mr Joyce.

The airline’s selection process for 

what would be the world’s longest 

commercial flight has advanced to 

the request for proposal stage with a 

purchase decision due next year, said 

Mr Joyce, after Qantas reported a re-

cord annual profit on Thursday.

Qantas  had  been  eyeing  the  

A350-900ULR that rival Singapore Air-

lines Ltd will use to relaunch flights 

from Singapore to New York this year. 

It  is  still  considering the Boeing 

777-8, which has a higher seating ca-

pacity.

Airbus said in June it could look to 

develop an ultra-long range version 

of the larger A350-1000 that might 

suit Qantas, which has set a goal of 

300  passenger  seats  on  London  

flights, including an economy class of-

fering. Mr Joyce told Reuters on 

Thursday the A350-1000 was the 

only Airbus jet that remained in con-

tention for the Sydney-London mis-

sion, although the airline could com-

bine that with orders for A350-900s 

for other routes if it selected the Air-

bus option.

Airbus modified the A350-900’s 

fuel system, without adding extra 

tanks, to allow it to carry extra fuel for 

long-range  missions  on  the  

A350-900ULR.

Qantas in March launched the 

Perth-London route, the first series of 

non-stop flights between Australia 

and Europe.

The performance to date on that 

route, combined with shifting the 

Sydney-London flight’s current stop-

over to Singapore from Dubai, has 

been strong, Mr Joyce told analysts 

on Thursday.

“That has turned around the eco-

nomics of London. London is back in 

profit,” he said. REUTERS

Beijing

AT A trade show in southern Beijing, 

children and parents crowd around a 

group of pink and blue dancing ro-

bots  that  resemble  toddler-sized  

Power Rangers.

The robots – wired with wide LED 

smiles and cutesy personalities – are 

the brainchild of Chinese-American 

company AvatarMind, built to be fu-

turistic retail workers, teacher’s assist-

ants and household helpers.

But even as the company polishes 

off production of 2,000 units, Avatar-

Mind and companies like it are re-

thinking plans for international ex-

pansion in the face of widening tar-

iffs.

“We want to sell them for the price 

that is affordable for families, not just 

institutions. And Trump’s tariffs may 

affect that,” AvatarMind chief execut-

ive John Ostrem said at the World Ro-

bot Conference, which ends Sunday. 

The main competitor to Avatar-

Mind’s iPal humanoid robot is a sim-

ilar but much pricier bot called Pep-

per, which is made by Japan’s Soft-

Bank Group.

Annualised growth rates for robot 

production in China dropped from 

35.1 per cent in May to just 6.3 per 

cent in July, according to the coun-

try’s bureau of statistics. China’s Na-

tional Development and Reform Com-

mission (NDRC) says the slowdown is 

not related to trade.

But analysts say there is an obvi-

ous link to direct tariffs on industrial 

machinery and robot parts, as well as 

domestic manufacturers putting off 

production during trade talks.

“How could it not be related?” said 

Iris  Pang,  economist  for  Greater  

China at ING Wholesale Banking in 

Hong Kong. “The trade war may have 

already deferred some decisions of 

export-related manufacturers.” 

US tariffs on US$16 billion worth 

of Chinese goods came into effect at 

midnight on Wednesday, alongside 

retaliatory Chinese tariffs on an equal 

amount of US goods.

Although robots aren’t  directly 

named, the US list includes electron-

ics, auto parts and other items that re-

quire automated manufacturing and 

robots. An earlier round of US$34 bil-

lion tariffs on Chinese goods lists in-

dustrial robots.

The situation could worsen for 

Chinese robotics manufacturers, ana-

lysts say, if the US imposes a further 

US$200 billion in tariffs on a range of 

consumer goods that create manufac-

turing demand for robots in China.

China has included robotics as 

one of 10 industries to get state sup-
port under the country’s Made in 
China 2025 industrial plan, which 
aims to make it a world leader in key 
technologies within the next decade.

Some Chinese companies hope 
the country’s cornerstone One Belt 
One Road foreign policy initiative will 
provide a boost even if trade with the 
US evaporates.

Others  said  the  low  cost  of  
Chinese manufacturing would – for 
now – compensate for tariffs in the 
US, where competing products like 
Pepper are still more expensive.

Li Shuai, a manager at Chinese 
medical robot firm Remebot, said her 
company is seeking FDA approval for 
its robots.

“There is a similar product abroad 
in France,” he said. “Its domestic price 
is probably in the tens of millions, 
and the price of our equipment is con-
trolled at about five or six million. 
Therefore, there is still a great advant-
age for us.” REUTERS

Singapore

RIDE-HAILING firm Grab will bring in 

200 new electric vehicles (EVs) from 

next year, as part of a partnership 

with energy utilities  provider  SP 

Group.

Grab announced on Thursday that 

the new vehicles will be available 

through its rental arm, GrabRentals.

Under  the  partnership,  Grab’s  

private-hire car drivers will enjoy 

preferential rates at SP Group’s elec-

tric vehicle charging stations and dis-

counted parking for drivers using the 

charging stations.

The energy utilities provider an-

nounced plans in June to introduce a 

network of 500 fast-charging stations 

by 2020, with the first 30 to be set up 

by the end of this year.

These will be located in areas such 

as housing estates, shopping malls, 

industrial sites and business parks.

The Singapore-based ride-hailing 

firm said it would work with SP 

Group to study usage patterns of its 

electric vehicles to improve the ac-

cessibility and utilisation of charging 

stations.

Grab said more details regarding 

cost of charging, as well as the elec-

tric vehicle models to be used, will be 

made known by the end of this year.

The firm noted, however, that the 

model will have a range of 400 km 

per charge, which allows for a full 

day of driving on 40 minutes of char-

ging.

Mr Goh Chee Kiong, SP Group’s 

strategic development head, said the 

partnership with Grab will help “accel-

erate the wider adoption of EVs in 

Singapore and support the nation’s ef-

forts to reduce our carbon footprint”.

Grab Singapore head Lim Kell Jay 

said: “With SP joining our consortium 

of EV partners, Grab is in a unique po-

sition to help drive a cleaner, greener 

Singapore by encouraging more of 

our drivers to adopt EVs.”

While  fully-electric  cars  are  

already available through Grab, their 

numbers are not known.

Green vehicles have taken off re-

cently, with the number of electric 

and plug-in hybrid cars at 647 as of 

last month,up from 137 two years 

ago.

In February, electricity  retailer  

Red Dot Power announced a partner-

ship with Finnish charging techno-

logy firm PlugIT to install at least 50 

charging stations by the end of next 

year.

Electric  car-sharing  operator  

BlueSG aims to build 2,000 charging 

points by 2020, and make 400 of 

them available to the public.

Taxi giant ComfortDelGro intro-

duced two fully-electric Hyundai Io-

niq cabs to its fleet last month as part 

of a one-year trial, while HDT Singa-

pore Taxi will expand its fully-electric 

fleet from 100 currently to 800 by 

July 2022.

Facebook suspends hundreds 
of apps over data concerns

Investors dump Qantas
even after record profit 
as fuel bill,  wages rise

China’s robot industry dampened by US-China tariff war

Grab to launch 200 EVs under SP Group partnership from next year 

Apps were suspended due to how the information people chose to share 
with the apps may have been used. PHOTO:  AFP

A flight attendant 
adjusts a business-
class seat onboard an 
Airbus Group SE 
A350-900 aircraft. 
Qantas is looking into 
a larger version of the 
Airbus SE A350 as the 
European jetmaker 
and Boeing Co vie to 
connect Sydney and 
London in a non-stop 
20-hour flight by 2022.

PHOTO:  BLOOMBERG

An AvatarMind iPal humanoid 
robot on display at the World 
Robot Conference in Beijing last 
week. The robots are built to be 
futuristic retail workers, teacher’s 
assistants and household helpers. 
PHOTO:  BLOOMBERG

The app myPersonality was banned for not agreeing to an audit and for sharing user information

“Grab is  in a  unique 
position to  help  drive 
a  cleaner,  greener 
Singapore by  
encouraging more of 
our drivers
to adopt  EVs.”
Grab Singapore head Lim Kell Jay
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