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Xiaomi's India smartphone ban

exposes wi

REUTERS, Mumbai/Beijing

The court order that banned Chinese
mobile maker Xiaomi from selling its
phones in India has halted its break-
neck expansion into the world's fastest
growing major smartphone market
and could be just the start of a string of
patent challenges.

Xiaomi Technology only started
selling in India in July and quickly
became the country's fastest growing
smartphone brand; with minimal
marketing, it is already outselling even
low-cost smartphones running
Google's Android One.

Hugo Barra, the former CGoogle
executive now leading Xiaomi's inter-
national operations, told Reuters in
November how rapidly the country
had taken to his brand.

All it took was a single Facebook
post to draw dozens of superfans to a
California Pizza Kitchen in Mumbai to
meet him, he said.

"It was far more than we expected.
The community has really, really
embraced us," he said.

And then came Wednesday's court
order to stop selling, after a patent
infringement case was filed by
telecom equipment maker Ericsson.
The ban will last until at least Feb. 5,
when the Delhi court hears the case
again,

But that is unlikely to be the end of
the young company’s battle over intel-
lectual property (IP) rights.

Sources close to Xiaomi say its lead-
ership has privately acknowledged for
years its vulnerability to patent entan-
glements. The higher risks of IP litiga-
tion in Western markets even played a
role in shaping Xiaomi's strategy of
expanding in India and Southeast Asia,
the sources said.

Xiaomi said in a statement that "it
isn't easy" to build up a patent port-
folio as a start-up company, but it
aims to have filed 8,000 applica-
tions by 2016.

On its home turf, Xiaomi has
already been dogged by IP controver-
sies with other Chinese firms, mostly

over content rights for its streaming TV
service.

As its smartphone business, already
number one in China, continues to
grow, however, industry analysts
expect greater pressure at home, partic-
ularly since two of its fiercest handset
rivals, Huawei and ZTE Corp, are
among the top telecom patent holders
in China.

Until it is lifted, the ban in India
will be particularly hard on growth
prospects. In a country where just
one in 10 people use smartphones,
the potential is vast. The market
grew 82 percent in the third quarter,
while China expanded at a relatively
modest 10.8 percent, according to
research firm IDC.

Barra posted a message on the com-
pany's website on Friday apologising
to fans.

"Rest assured that we're doing all
we can to revert the situation," he
wrote. "Stay tuned for more infor-
mation."

In China, Xiaomi already outsells
Apple and Samsung Electronics in
smartphones, and it became the
world's third-largest vendor as of
October, though it is little known
outside Asia.

der patent risk

REUTERS/FILE
Three models of China's Xiaomi Mi phones are pictured during their launch
in New Delhi on July 15.

Unlike Apple, which introduces a
new iPhone just once a year,
Xiaomi rolls out updated models
frequently, usually in small batches
that sell out in seconds. It sells only
online, and with minimal advertis-
ing, relying on word of mouth to
build anticipation for each new
launch.

In India, Xiaomi initially
imported 10,000 devices a week but
soon had to ramp that up to 60,000
to 100,000 to meet demand, India
business chief Manu Jain told
Reuters before the sales ban. It has
chartered flights four times to rush
in fresh supplies.

Jain did not respond to a request for
comment on the business impact after
the order.

Rushabh Doshi, an analyst at
technology research firm Canalys
in Singapore, said the ban would
"leave a gap in the market, to be
quickly filled by local or interna-
tional vendors looking to increase
market share".

The court case will also make phone
vendors wary about their current pat-
ent portfolio and require them to step
up their spending on research and
development, he added.

Nigerian luxury handbags:
making a mark overseas

AFP, Lagos

Mention northern Nigeria and the
first thing that may spring to mind is
Boko Haram. Zainab Ashadu is hop-
ing to change that -- by selling
designer handbags.

The Nigerian designer is the brains
behind the Zashadu brand, whose
modern, colourful creations use the
ancient art of tanning and leather-
dyeing from the country's north.

"1 think people like the story behind
the bags. They like the fact that the bag
has roots and origins,” the 32-year-old
told AFP at her bustling workshop in a
working class district of Lagos.

From the cramped premises in
Festac, which buzzes with the sound
of Singer sewing machines, a team of
about half a dozen artisans make
between 200 and 300 bags every year.

Ashadu's parents were from the
north, which is these days rarely out
of the news because of the Islamist
insurgency that has been raging since
2009.

But the region has long been
known for its high-quality leather,
which the designer turns into clutch
purses and handbags that sell over-
seas for between 150-800 euros
($180-980, 120-630 pounds).

The leather comes from the north's
biggest city, Kano, goatskin from the
ancient northwestern city of Sokoto
as well as python skin from snake
farmsin the region.

Unlike European fashion houses,
which import raw leather from
Nigeria and then tan and dye it over-
seas, Ashadu decided to make use of
the centuries of know-how of artisans
in Kano.

"It is very important for me to work
in a sustainable way," she said.

"I work with small families of
tanners, the animals are traceable, we
use vegetable dyes and other environ-
mentally friendly dyes, and also the
dyers work all together to save
energy.”

The designer gets her inspiration
from hours of hunting for bargains in
the maze of stalls in the huge Mushin

market, in the Lagos suburbs,

The market sells Nigerian leather
off-cuts and rejects, particularly from
Italian fashion houses.

"It's so vibrant... there's so much
leather available and sometimes the
sellers have no idea of the quality of
what they sell,” said Ashadu.

"There's antelope -- that is very soft
-- there's goatskin, sheepskin..."

From there, the material is turned
into bags by her team, all of whom
have been trained at a specialist
school of leatherwork in the northern
city of Zaria.

Ashadu 1s one of an increasing num-

But it's more earthy. You feel like your
feet are on the ground.”

Understanding and adapting to a
different style of doing business is key
to getting ahead, with some overseas
firms looking to invest in Nigeria put
off by red tape and logistical con-
straints.

Power cuts that often last more
than 12 hours are a major problem
and force businesses to invest in huge,
costly electricity generators.

At Ashadu's workshop, in a modest
house belonging to her family, power
comes from a small generator.

What's important is adapting as

ber of returning Nigerians or "repats”,
chancing their arm in their home coun-
try after years spent overseas.

She spent her early childhood years
in Lagos but was a teenager in London,
where she was variously a model,
actress, buyer and architecture student.

She came back in 2010 and has had
to adapt to a different way of doing
business,

"You need to be tough-skinned,
adaptable and to have a great sense of
humourt, " she said.

"Nigeria is a very hard place to... do
anything, let's put it that way. It's
definitely very hard to run a business.

AFP/FILE
Handbag designer Zainab Ashadu poses with her creations at her Lagos
workshop on July 17.

much as possible to how her employ-
ees work, rather than trying to apply
to the letter what she learnt at the
London College of Fashion.

Zashadu bags have won a small but
loyal following locally. Private sales
have been held in unexpected loca-
tions such as a hotel suite with cham-
pagne and macaroons and at an
upmarket yacht club.

In the last year, the brand, which
is marketed online abroad, has
established a presence in bou-
tiques in London, Miami, Dublin,
Johannesburg and most recently
in Paris.
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