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Singapore

HEALTHCARE staff from around the 

region have a new space to get their 

hands on the latest tools from Ger-

man engineering giant Siemens.

Private  healthcare  group MWH 

Medical  and  a  Siemens  division  

opened a diagnostic imaging facility 

in Singapore on Tuesday, under a 

training and equipment tie-up.

The Siemens Healthineers Asia Ref-

erence Centre, which takes up about 

half of MWH Medical’s 20,000 square 

foot space at Royal Square at Novena, 

will focus on medical fields such as 

stroke, cancer and heart disease.

The facility will introduce health-

care professionals to devices such as 

the 3T Magnetom Vida magnetic res-

onance imaging and Somatom Drive 

computed  tomography  scanners,  

with training resources and machines 

provided by Siemens Healthineers.

MWH Medical’s medical director, 

Michael Lim, said in a statement: “Be-

ing able to meet the healthcare needs 

in the region through this partnership 

with  Siemens  Healthineers’  
state-of-the-art technology will help 
to enhance the status of Singapore as 
a regional health centre for high-qual-
ity healthcare.”

Neither party would disclose the 
value of its investment in the centre. 

Private equity firm Quadria Capital 
picked up a “significant stake” in 
home-grown MWH in July last year, in 
what was described at the time as a 
“multi-million dollar” deal.  A firm 
named Solar QC Investment Holdings 
owns 60 per cent of MWH Medical, ac-
cording to Accounting and Corporate 
Regulatory Authority records.

Washington

AMAZON.COM Inc set its second con-
secutive quarterly record on spend-
ing to influence US policy makers in 
the third quarter as it competed for a 
US$10 billion cloud-computing con-
tract with the Pentagon.

Lobbying expenditures by other 
technology giants also increased as 
executives  from  Alphabet  Inc’s  
Google, Facebook Inc and Twitter Inc 
came to Washington to address allega-
tions of political bias on their plat-
forms from US President  Donald 
Trump and fellow Republicans and 
braced for the threat of more anti-
trust scrutiny.

Amazon, which has boosted its 
federal lobbying far faster than rivals 
in recent years, spent US$3.63 million 
on its efforts during the period, up 
from its previous quarterly record – 
set in the second quarter of this year – 
of US$3.47 million, according to dis-
closures filed with Congress.

In addition to the Defense Depart-
ment cloud contract, for which the 
company  is  thought  to  be  the  
front-runner, Amazon also faced the 
tax implications of a US Supreme 
Court ruling in June that opened the 
door for state and local governments 
to pursue sales taxes on more online 
transactions.

The online retail  giant already 
takes in sales taxes in all states that 
charge  them on  transactions  in-
volving its own inventory, but about 
half of the items sold on Amazon 
come from millions of independent 
merchants who post inventory on the 
Web store, and many of those sales 
have not been taxed.

Amazon disclosed lobbying on 
cloud computing in the context of 
homeland security as well as issues re-
lated to taxation of online sales,  
among other priorities. The com-
pany’s spending doesn’t represent an 
absolute record, as it reported higher 

expenditures in some periods when 
disclosures occurred twice yearly and 
weren’t  broken  out  by  quarter.  
Quarterly disclosures began in 2008.

In addition to Amazon’s spending, 
the  Internet  Association  spent  a  
group record of US$800,000, up from 
US$660,000 in the second quarter, 
which had been its previous top 
amount.  The trade group counts 
Google,  Facebook and Twitter as 
members.

Google spent US$5.46 million dur-
ing the period, up more than 30 per 
cent from the US$4.17 million in the 
same period last year. In the three 
quarters before the current period, 
the  search  giant  was  the  
highest-spending  single  company,  
though some trade associations and 
other groups have spent more. So far 
this year, Google has spent almost 20 
per cent more than it had through the 
third quarter of 2017.

Facebook spent US$2.82 million 
during the quarter, down slightly 
from US$2.85 million a year earlier, 
while Twitter spent US$310,000, a sig-
nificant  increase  from  the  
US$120,000 it spent a year ago.

In September, Twitter chief execut-

ive officer Jack Dorsey and Facebook 

chief operating officer Sheryl Sand-

berg testified before Congress. They 

addressed online foreign influence 

campaigns in US elections and at-

tempted to swat down charges that 

their platforms silence conservative 

voices and news.

In August, Mr Trump had also 

warned Google, Facebook and Twitter 

that they “better be careful” as he re-

peated unsubstantiated allegations 

the companies favour liberal views. 

The companies have said they do not 

silence people for their opinions, 

though they have acknowledged mis-

taken enforcement actions that af-

fected conservatives.

Facebook lobbied on “content and 

platform transparency efforts” and 

“freedom of expression on the Inter-

net,” among a variety of other issues. 

Twitter lobbied on “issues related to 

content moderation practices” and 

“misinformation,” along with other 

topics, according to the filings.

Tech companies have also been fa-

cing increased scrutiny over their 
size and market power, including con-
sideration by the White House of an 
executive order that would instruct 
federal antitrust and law enforce-
ment agencies to open inquiries into 
the practices of Google and social me-
dia companies.  Amazon has also 
been the subject of criticisms of its 
competitive position. The companies 
reject the claims.

The Internet  Association trade 
group was also one of several com-
panies and business groups that re-
leased principles for a federal privacy 
law during the period. Congress is 
looking to legislate in the area.

The Information Technology In-
dustry Council, another tech trade 
group that issued its own privacy 
principles  on  Monday,  spent  
US$450,000 during the quarter.

No 1 software maker Microsoft 
Corp spent US$2.24 million, Oracle 
Corp spent US$1.44 million, and Inter-
national  Business  Machines  Corp  
spent US$900,000. All three have also 
bid for the Defense Department’s 
cloud contract. BLOOMBERG

San Francisco

FACEBOOK Inc  is  losing  another  
long-tenured founder from an ac-
quired company: Brendan Iribe, who 
was the chief executive officer of 
Oculus VR when Facebook bought it 
in 2014. “This will be the first real 
break I’ve taken in over 20 years,” Mr 
Iribe wrote on his Facebook page, 
without giving a specific reason for 
his departure. “It’s time to recharge, 
reflect and be creative.”

Mr Iribe was most recently the vice 
president of computer-tethered vir-
tual reality. His departure comes 
shortly after the founders of Ins-
tagram and the CEO of WhatsApp also 
left the Facebook-controlled units.

The purchase of Instagram, for 
US$715 million in  2012,  demon-
strated that Facebook, as a parent 
company, could successfully keep an 
acquired company independent and 
under the leadership of its founders. 
That  helped  lure  WhatsApp,  for  
US$22 billion, and Oculus, for US$2 
billion,  both  in  2014.  After  the  
founders’  exits,  all  of  Facebook’s 
biggest acquired properties are now 
under tighter control by Facebook.

Mr Iribe had already stepped away 
from CEO duties at Oculus. In Decem-
ber 2016, he shifted to a role that fo-
cused more narrowly on the com-
pany’s computer-connected Oculus 
Rift devices. A month later, the com-
pany hired Hugo Barra from Xiaomi 
Corp  to  run  its  virtual  reality  
products under Andrew Bosworth, a 
long-time  Facebook  executive.  
Palmer Luckey, the Oculus founder 
credited  with  inventing  the  Rift  
device, left shortly thereafter.

In 2012, when Mr Luckey was 19, 
Mr Iribe heard about what he was 
working on. With his friends Nate 
Mitchell and Michael Antonov, he 
helped Mr Luckey turn his hacked-to-
gether prototype into a business idea, 
running a successful Kickstarter cam-
paign to get the device to the public.

Mr Luckey would play the role of 
product wunderkind, with a compel-
ling story to tell about building the 
device in his garage, and Mr Iribe 
would be the CEO, thinking about 
how to make it all a reality.

“We assembled one of the greatest 
research and engineering teams in 
history, delivered the first step of 
true virtual presence with Oculus Rift 
and Touch, and inspired an entirely 
new industry,” Mr Iribe said. “We star-
ted a revolution that will change the 
world in ways we can’t even envi-
sion.” BLOOMBERG

San Francisco 

A FRESHLY launched Snapcrap app is 
out to turn San Francisco smartphone 
users into poop-spotters.

The free mobile app invites people 
to share location-tagged pictures of 
public piles of poo with city works 
crews whose job it is to clean it up.

The application plays into its pur-
pose with a logo of a stylised turn on 
a yellow background in what appears 
to be a parody of image and video 
sharing social network Snapchat.

Snapcrap uses GPS capabilities in 
smartphones to pinpoint locations of 
piles of poop in pictures, then lets 
people send the information in alerts 
to municipal services.

In an interview with local media, 
Snapcrap creator Sean Miller told of 
being chagrined by the amount of 
dog and human waste he had to 
sidestep on streets after moving to 
San Francisco.

Mr Miller said the app was de-
signed to make it simple to report 
poop sightings, avoiding hassle of us-
ing the official San Francisco system.

While the launch of Snapcrap this 
month inspired playful potty hu-
mour, it underscored a serious con-
cern about homelessness in San Fran-
cisco and throughout Silicon Valley, 
where housing prices have skyrock-
eted in the booming tech economy.

Famous as home to tech compan-
ies, San Francisco also has a reputa-
tion for people living on its streets 
and relieving themselves on streets 
or walkways.

According to the San Francisco 
Chronicle, a city public works line re-
ceives scores of calls daily from resid-
ents reporting poop to be cleaned.

The problem has grown so dire 
that earlier this year the city launched 
a poop patrol: a small team of work-
ers devoted predominately to roam-
ing a “Tenderloin” neighbourhood 
known for its homeless population to 
find and clean away waste. AFP

New Delhi

HUNDREDS of drivers for ride-hailing 

giant Uber and its local rival Ola went 

on strike in the two biggest Indian cit-

ies, Delhi and Mumbai, on Monday, 

demanding higher  fares  to  meet  

rising fuel costs that are eating away 

at their incomes.

Fuel prices in India have risen 

more than 20 per cent since the start 

of the year but drivers say fares have 

not grown at the same rate, making it 

difficult for them to meet expenses 

despite working longer hours.

“The companies don’t understand 

the issues drivers face ... they have re-

duced fares when they should be pay-

ing a higher rate,” said Sunil Borkar, 

secretary at Mumbai taxi drivers’  

union Maharashtra Rajya Rashtriya 

Kamgar Sangh.

Mr Borkar said there have been 

calls from some drivers for an indefin-

ite strike in Mumbai until demands 

for higher fares are met. He was un-

sure about how many drivers would 

eventually join the strike, he added.

Uber said in a statement: “We re-

gret the disruption caused to our 

rider and driver-partner community, 

due to a small group of individuals.” 

It is committed to ensuring that 

drivers “continue to access a stable in-

come”, it added.

Ola did not respond to an email 

seeking comments.

In both cities,  passengers said 

they had to wait longer than normal 

for Uber and Ola cars.

At a protest outside Uber’s office 

in Mumbai, dozens of drivers held up 

placards with messages including 

“Uber go back” and “Ola is the biggest 

thief” while shouting slogans like 

“down with Uber”, according to a Reu-

ters witness.

One protestor was seen angrily 

beating a poster of Ola’s founder Bhav-

ish Aggarwal with a flip-flop. Some 

drivers who were still ferrying passen-

gers were pulled up by protesters and 

asked to stop working, the witness 

said.

In Delhi, the strike by drivers was 

exacerbated by a separate stoppage 

by fuel pump owners demanding the 

city government cut the price of pet-

rol and diesel in line with neighbour-

ing states.

The rising cost of fuel, caused by 

higher oil prices and a weak rupee, is 

the latest setback for drivers already 

operating on thin margins. Their in-

comes have plunged over the past 

two years after Uber and Ola cut in-

centives to boost profitability.

When incentives were high many 

drivers quit well-paying jobs and 

took out loans to buy cars in the hope 

of higher earnings.

As more drivers joined the plat-

forms and the supply of cars in-

creased, the companies started scal-

ing back on incentives.

Some drivers say they are forced 

to work for up to 16 hours a day to 

make enough to pay interest on their 

loans, meet expenses and provide for 
their families.

Uber should consider increasing 

fares to make the situation sustain-

able, said one Uber driver who has 

been operating on the platform for 

three years, and who did not join the 

strike. He did not wish to be named.

He said some drivers stayed off 

the roads because they feared they 

would be targeted by those striking if 

they continued working. REUTERS

Singapore

A CORPORATE research laboratory 

set up in partnership with tech giant 

HP was officially opened at the Na-

tional Technological University on 

Tuesday.

The S$84 million laboratory and 

its 100 researchers and staff will fo-

cus on digital manufacturing techno-

logies, specifically in areas of advan-

cing 3D printing, artificial  intelli-

gence, machine learning, new materi-

als and applications, cybersecurity 

and customisation.

The collaboration, which is in line 

with the national push towards in-

dustry transformation, will also in-

clude developing educational cur-

riculum on designing for additive 

manufacturing. It will cover areas 

such as data management, security, 

user experience and business mod-

els.

This is HP’s first university laborat-

ory collaboration in Asia.

The partnership was inked on 

Tuesday by NTU vice-president of re-

search Lam Khin Yong and Shane 

Wall, HP chief technology officer and 

head of HP labs.

Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat, 

who is also the chairman of the Na-

tional Research Foundation Singa-

pore (NRF), officially opened the lab.

The NRF facilitates setting up cor-

porate labs via public-private partner-

ships. This is the 13th it has suppor-

ted and the seventh such lab at NTU.

NRF chief executive Low Teck Seng 

said: “Corporate laboratories are an in-

tegral part of our strategy to anchor 

joint R&D partnerships between our 

universities and companies in areas 

that have direct relevance to the 

growth of industries in Singapore.” 

He added that the new lab is signi-

ficant to the country’s long-term com-

petitiveness in the advanced manu-

facturing  sector.  “It  will  also  

strengthen our capabilities to sup-

port multi-national companies for ex-

pansion from Singapore into the re-

gion,” said Prof Low.

NTU president Subra Suresh said 

the partnership with HP is a signific-

ant milestone for NTU, as 3D printing 

and adjacent technologies such as ar-

tificial intelligence, machine learning 

and cybersecurity are integral parts 

of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

Private health group and Siemens unit
open diagnostic-imaging centre 

The magnetic 

resonance 

imaging (MRI) 

room at MWH 

Medical’s new 

20,000 sq ft 

centre in Royal 

Square at 

Novena.

MWH MEDICAL
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Indian drivers of cab aggregator services Uber and Ola taking part in a protest against their respective 
managements in Mumbai on Monday. PHOTO:  AFP

Online retail giant spends US$3.63m on its efforts to 
influence US policy makers in Q3, up from Q2’s US$3.47m

Lab will develop digital 
manufacturing 
technologies like 3D 
printing and AI
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