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CES 2019: Chinese tech firms lay lower amid
trade tensions

January 6 2019, by Matt O'brien

In this Jan. 6, 20135, file photo Danielle London, left, dances with a performer
dressed as a robot at the Alibaba.com booth at the International CES in Las
Vegas. The CES 2019 gadget show, which kicks off Sunday, will showcase the
expanding influence and sway of China's rapidly growing technology sector.
Chinese tech giants like Baidu and Alibaba have made flashy presentations at
CES in recent years. Roughly 40 percent of all exhibitors planning to showcase
their latest technology at this week's Las Vegas event are Chinese firms, second
only to the U.S. in sheer numbers. (AP Photo/Jae C. Hong, File)
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The CES 2019 gadget show, which kicks off Sunday, will showcase the
expanding influence and sway of China's rapidly growing technology
sector. But some of its firms are stepping back from the spotlight amid
rising U.S. national-security concerns over Chinese tech and a trans-
Pacific trade war launched by President Donald Trump.

Last year, a top executive of the Chinese telecom firm Huawei delivered
a CES keynote address critical of AT&T's abrupt cancellation of plans to
sell a Huawei phone following espionage concerns raised by the U.S.
government. This year, Huawei's chief financial officer was arrested in
Canada at the behest of the U.S.; Meng Wanzhou, daughter of Huawei's
founder, now awaits U.S. extradition . No Chinese technology executives
will deliver CES keynotes in Las Vegas this week.

There are fewer Chinese entrepreneurs buying up booth space to show
off their latest technology—more than 20 percent fewer exhibitors than
last year, according to registration numbers tracked by the South China
Morning Post. Chinese firms still account for more than a quarter of the
conference's 4,500 exhibitors, second only to the U.S. in sheer numbers.
But some of the biggest names are taking a more subdued approach.

Internet company Baidu last year hosted a flashy event touting its self-
driving software, but this year is sticking to a more conventional booth.
E-commerce giant Alibaba is eschewing the big outdoor tent it helped
erect last year in favor of quieter meetings marketing its voice assistant
to business partners. The phone maker Xiaomi is simply skipping this
year's event altogether.

None of them are citing rising U.S.-China tensions, but it's hard to
ignore the geopolitical backdrop—even with a 90-day "cease-fire" on
tariffs set to expire in March.

The U.S. and China have imposed import taxes on hundreds of billions
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of dollars of each other's goods—and Trump has threatened more to
come, including tariffs that could make devices like iPhones more
expensive. The U.S. is also exploring new export restrictions that would
target industries where China is hoping to get ahead, such as artificial
intelligence and robotics. And the Justice Department brought charges
last month against two Chinese citizens it accused of stealing American
trade secrets and other sensitive information on behalf of Beijing's main
intelligence agency.

Of course, plenty of Chinese entrepreneurs are still eager to show off
their innovations. Hosts of the 52-year-old trade event have sought to
downplay the tensions, noting that they've weathered previous trade
tensions, such as those that roiled U.S.-Japan relations in the 1980s.

In this Jan. 9, 2018, file photo the Huawei Mate10 Pro phone is displayed at the
Huawei booth during CES International in Las Vegas. The CES 2019 gadget
show, which kicks off Sunday, will showcase the expanding influence and sway
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of China's rapidly growing technology sector. But some of its firms are stepping
back from the spotlight amid rising U.S. national-security concerns over Chinese
tech and a trans-Pacific trade war launched by President Donald Trump. (AP
Photo/John Locher, File)

"The Japanese presence used to be very big and it was similar in that the
U.S. was in a panic about it," said Gary Shapiro, CEO of the Consumer
Technology Association, which organizes CES. That ended when the
Japanese "bubble" economy burst in 1991 and its tech industry began a
long, slow decline.

"Japanese innovation from those companies shrunk and those companies
consolidated," Shapiro said. "These things are impermanent. So I don't
lose that much sleep over it."

Shapiro said the trade dispute with China and the Meng arrest in Canada
aren't impacting attendance. CES organizers on Sunday wouldn't confirm
numbers showing a sharp drop in Chinese exhibitors, but said a decline
in small Chinese companies on the show floor was made up by expanded
booth presence from bigger firms.

Chinese tech firms are increasingly joining their American, South
Korean and Japanese counterparts in using CES to build enthusiasm for
up-and-coming electronics products, while also connecting with potential
new international partners and suppliers. That's especially true for
electronics firms like Hisense and TCL, which have increasingly sought
to sell their TVs in North America, and Lenovo, which is already a big
player in the U.S. laptop market but is pushing to sell other internet-
connected devices.

Hisense is making a splashier presentation this year as it invests in
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boosting its U.S. brand awareness, said Jim Ninesling, head of marketing
for Hisense USA. Previously, the company, which has a large market
share in China, mostly kept on the U.S. sidelines, branding some of its
products under the name of the better-known Japanese firm Sharp.

Chinese electric carmaker Byton, a startup backed by internet giant
Tencent, on Sunday is promising to unveil what it calls the "world's most
intuitive automotive interface," which, according to a tease on Twitter ,
involves a touchscreen mounted on the steering wheel. Al firm
iFlytek—sometimes described as China's Siri or Alexa—is planning to
showcase its latest advances in voice recognition and real-time
translation services.

And a startup expo co-hosted by the Chinese government features a bevy
of gee-whiz innovations, from indoor delivery robots and portable
karaoke headsets to "smart" suitcases aided by computer vision.
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In this Jan. 9, 2018, file photo a woman wears Huawei VR2 goggles at the
Huawei booth during CES International in Las Vegas. The CES 2019 gadget
show, which kicks off Sunday, will showcase the expanding influence and sway
of China's rapidly growing technology sector. But some of its firms are stepping
back from the spotlight amid rising U.S. national-security concerns over Chinese
tech and a trans-Pacific trade war launched by President Donald Trump. (AP
Photo/John Locher, File)

In an ideal world, the tech industries in the two countries would be seen
as complementary, said venture capitalist Kai-Fu Lee, who led Google's
subsidiary in China before the company withdrew over censorship and
other concerns.

"The U.S. strength is deep technologists, universities, academics, people
with superior experience," he said. "China's superiority is a larger
market, more data, and very tenacious and hardworking entrepreneurs."

Lee said his optimism for a more collaborative approach is now "merely
a dream" because of the worsening trade dispute. But he said there could
still be partnerships between U.S. firms and Chinese companies that, for
now, mostly cater to Chinese consumers.

"Google feels much, much more threat from Amazon than any Chinese
company," he said. "That makes Tencent and Alibaba potential allies,
especially when customer needs cross international boundaries."

© 2019 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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