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Silicon Valley is 
still way ahead in 

artificial intelligence. 
But you can find 

the electronic 
or mechanical 

component you need 
three times faster in 

Shenzhen

MENG JIE

Shenzhen leads China’s 
technology revolution

• The mega city houses 
13 million people 

• Formerly an 
agricultural state, 
Shenzhen is now houses 
tens of thousands 
of factories 

• The metropolis is 
now seeking to reinvent 
itself as the home of 
Chinese innovation

AFP | Shenzhen, China

The southern city of Shen-
zhen is the symbol of the 
transformative reforms 

launched by China 40 years ago: 
former fishing villages that mor-
phed into a global manufactur-
ing hub.

Today Shenzhen is again at 
the heart of a new policy aimed 
at turning China into a hi-tech 
innovator and shed its reputa-
tion as an assembly line for for-
eign companies or -- worse -- an 
imitator.

Modern skyscrapers hous-
ing corporations and ambi-
tious startups tower over the 
mega-city of 13 million people 
-- among them is Wu Yebin, 35, 
who runs his own tech firm from 
his 35th floor office.

His own story mirrors those of 
countless others who have risen 

from modest backgrounds fol-
lowing the reforms spearheaded 
by late paramount leader Deng 
Xiaoping, which the Commu-
nist Party ratified on December 
18, 1978.

The son of poor farmers, Wu 
arrived in the city in 2005 and 
over the years he assembled de-
vices similar to Apple’s iPad or 
MacBook, joining Shenzhen’s 
army of people making “shan-
zhai” -- creative knock-offs of 
foreign electronics affordable 
for local population.

“Germany, the United States, 
Japan, South Korea... All devel-
oped countries have done this 
to develop their manufacturing 
industry,” Wu said. “You have to 
do that to gain experience.”

While this economic model 
used to be “very popular, it is no 
longer viable today,” he said.

He now leads his own elec-
tronics firm, MeegoPad, which 
boasts an annual turnover of $28 
million making products such as 
miniature PCs.

“We are now very attached to 
intellectual property and pat-
ents,” Wu said.

‘Made in China 2025’
Shenzhen, which lived off fish-
ing and rice paddies, became a 
testing ground for Deng’s re-
forms when it was designated as 
the country’s first Special Eco-
nomic Zone in 1980.

It grew into a massive manu-
facturing centre, with factories 
churning out gadgets, comput-
ers and phones for foreign firms, 

which today include Apple and 
Samsung. Today China’s own 
global corporations, such as tel-
ecom company Huawei and in-
ternet giant Tencent, have made 
Shenzhen their headquarters 
and the city of tens of thousands 
of factories is dubbed the “Sili-
con Valley of Hardware”.

The metropolis is now seeking 
to reinvent itself as the home 
of Chinese innovation, in line 
with Beijing’s “Made in China 
2025” plan to dominate key hi-
tech industries such as robotics, 
electric vehicles and artificial 
intelligence.

“China is becoming a world 
leader in this field,” Wu said. 
“Shenzhen is turning into a 

meeting point for creative en-
gineers from around the world.”

Now talent from abroad is 
flocking to Shenzhen.

Meng Jie, who is French and 
in his 30s, left California’s Sili-
con Valley in 2017 to create May-
be, a company that makes smart 
speakers that help people learn 
Mandarin.

“Silicon Valley is still way 
ahead in artificial intelligence. 
But you can find the electronic 
or mechanical component you 
need three times faster in Shen-
zhen,” Meng said.

“It’s like going from a road to 
a motorway,” he said.

Pointing to the skyscrapers 
outside his office, he said: “Peo-
ple see Silicon Valley as the tech 
Mecca. They underestimate 
Shenzhen a lot because they 
don’t know what’s happening 
here.”

“This place was just sand and 
water 20 years ago. In 10 years, 
Shenzhen will be a very impor-
tant world city. It will be the 
capital of innovation,” he said.

US fears
Some of China’s hi-tech ambi-
tions are running into suspicions 
about its intentions abroad, with 
the United States and others 
fearing that they pose security 
and espionage risks.

Telecommunications equip-
ment giant Huawei’s own global 
expansion has faced setbacks, 
with some of its services reject-
ed in certain Western countries 
and its chief financial officer 

detained in Canada on a US ex-
tradition request over alleged 
Iran sanctions violations.

But those who have witnessed 
Shenzhen’s rise marvel at its 
evolution from hi-tech copycat 
to creator.

Shenzhen is “really nice fer-
tile ground for innovation,” said 
Duncan Turner, managing di-
rector of HAX, an incubator for 
startups based in the city.

“The Chinese government sets 
up clear plans for innovation in 
particular sectors that they want 
to invest in,” Turner said.

If a company matches those 
plans, “you’ve got a nice path 
for development and onward 
funding,” he said.

Turner, who moved to Shen-

zhen in 2009, said the biggest 
change he has see in the past 
decade is how young people who 
used to make fakes are “becom-
ing incredibly inventive, entre-
preneurial R&D (research and 
development) experts that are 
leading the way of technology 
in certain areas”.

Improved higher education 
has created a new generation of 
engineers, such as Zhang Zhao-
hui, chief executive of Youibot, 
which set up his company in 
HAX’s incubator to make the first 
autonomous maintenance robot 
for buses.

“Shenzhen has huge poten-
tial,” Zhang, 26, predicted. “The 
city could very quickly catch up 
to Silicon Valley.”

An employee working at a company producing robots in Shenzhen in southern 
China’s Guangdong province.

Zhang Zhaohui, CEO of Youibot, a company producing autonomous inspection 
robots, operating a robot in Shenzhen in southern China’s Guangdong province

A construction site in Shenzhen in southern China’s Guangdong province

Cameron Leeson, CEO of ThingC, a company producing autonomous agricultural 
robots, posing for a picture in Shenzhen in southern China’s Guangdong province.

UK government says no to second vote, as Brexit pressure rises
Reuters | London

Britain’s government is not 
preparing for a second ref-

erendum on Brexit, ministers 
said yesterday, sticking to the 
script that Prime Minister The-
resa May’s deal could still pass 
through parliament with a few 
changes.

May delayed a vote last week 
on her agreement to leave the 
European Union because she 
was set to lose in parliament and 

has tried to secure “assurances” 
from the bloc to try to better sell 
it to sceptical lawmakers. Brus-
sels said last week it was ready 
to help but warned her that she 
could not renegotiate the deal.

With less than four months 
before Britain is due to leave in 
March, Brexit, the biggest shift 
in trade and foreign policy for 
more than 40 years, is proving 
anything but smooth, complicat-
ed by the deep divisions in par-

liament and across the country.
With May facing deadlock in 

parliament over the deal and 
the EU offering little so far, more 
politicians are talking about the 
possibility of Britain leaving 
without an agreement or a sec-
ond referendum that could stop 
Brexit from happening.

Asked if the government was 
preparing for a vote, education 
minister Damian Hinds told Sky 
News: “No, a second referendum 

would be divisive. We’ve had 
the people’s vote, we’ve had the 
referendum and now we’ve got 
to get on with implementing it.”

Trade minister Liam Fox also 
said a second referendum would 
“perpetuate” the deep divisions 
in Britain, adding that the prime 
minister was securing the nec-
essary assurances to persuade 
parliament to back her deal.

He said that would take some 
time.Demonstrators waving flags stand outside the Houses of Parliament


