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 “SNS is the best thing I read.” – Then-CEO Bill Gates, to Microsoft staff  

 

 
 

 

Publisher’s Note:  More often than not, the trends and investments happening in 

Asia take months or years to show up in volume in the US.  Often, one suspects this 

is because they are piloted locally, bugs are worked out, and then they’re brought 

into the export stream once the products, services, organization, and plan are all in 

place for scale.   

 

Certainly this is true for hydrogen infrastructure and fuel-cell vehicles. We’ve been 

covering Japan’s (and now South Korea’s) stealth strategy on this rollout for almost 

a decade; now it’s happening in real time, according to SNS Asia Editor Scott Foster 

in this week’s issue. Similarly, the idea of food factories still seems a bit distant 

from the US perspective, but somehow I suspect that, having read about them here, 

we’ll soon read about them in the US, the UK, and the EU. 

 

As is consistently true of our quarterly Asia Letters, this is another that our members 

will not want to miss. Thanks to Scott, it remains my best read regarding trends and 

events in Asia that we all should be watching closely. – mra. 

 

 

 

ASIA LETTER, Q3 2014:  
 

   WHILE POLITICS DOMINATES THE NEWS 

 
    By Scott Foster  

 

 

Automating China 
 

“Large deep-water drilling rigs are our mobile national territory and strategic 

weapon for promoting the development of the country’s offshore oil industry.” 

 – Wang Yilin, Chairman,  

China National Offshore Oil Corp. (CNOOC), 

quoted in Xinhua (per Bloomberg, May 9, 2012)  

 

 

“Like an army sapper gingerly probing the extent of an adversary’s defenses with 

the sharp tip of a bayonet, one of China’s national oil companies, CNOOC, has for 

the first time moved an oil exploration rig into waters within Vietnam’s Economic 

Exclusion Zone (EEZ).” 
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– Blaise Zandoll, “The Billion $ Bayonet: China’s 

Strategic Weapon Tests Southeast Asia’s Resolve,” 

The Indo-Pacific Review (May 14, 2014) 

 

Meanwhile, China has become the world’s largest buyer of industrial robots.  

According to preliminary data from the International Federation of Robotics (IFR), 

total worldwide sales of industrial robots were up 12% in 2013 to about 179,000 

units. Sales were up about 60% in China to 37,000 units (21% of the total), down 

9% in Japan to 26,000 units, up 6% in the US to 24,000 units, up 10% in South 

Korea to 21,000 units, and up 4% in Germany to 18,000 units. Sales to the auto, 

metal and machinery, electronics, and pharmaceutical industries all increased.  

Sales in Japan were down because Japanese automakers and other manufacturers 

are expanding production overseas. More than half of the industrial robots sold 

during the year were made by Japanese companies, and Japan remained the 

world’s largest user, with more than 300,000 units in operation (about 2.5x the 

number in China). Chinese robot makers tripled their shipments to about 9,000 

units. 

One of China’s most serious problems is how to maintain the competitiveness of its 

manufactured exports and build a more advanced industrial economy while wages 

are annually rising at double-digit rates and foreign companies are moving 

assembly operations to cheaper locations in Southeast Asia and elsewhere. 

Japanese and European makers of industrial machinery and automation equipment 

are helping the Chinese solve this problem. Japanese exports to China include 

steelmaking, plastic molding, welding, painting, machining, chip mounting, 

materials handling, and various other types of machinery and equipment, but the 

most prominent example of this is industrial robots.  

 

There are four major industrial robot makers in the world – Fanuc and Yaskawa 

Electric of Japan, Kuka of Germany, and ABB of Switzerland – and a long list of 

others, a great many of them from Japan. These include other industrial robot 

makers (e.g., Kawasaki Heavy Industries) and makers of components such as 

computerized numerical control equipment (Mitsubishi Electric) and precision gears 

(Harmonic Drive, Nabtesco, and Sumitomo Heavy Industries). 

 

Japan is a high-wage manufacturing economy with relatively low unemployment and 

no large structural trade deficit with China. So is Germany. Both countries supply 

China with capital goods and sophisticated manufactured products. They are 

facilitating China’s rise from low-wage manual assembly to highly automated 

manufacturing without putting millions of their own people out of work and without 

undermining their own industrial base. Western commentators often equate the 

rise of China with the decline of Japan, but the fact of the matter is that Japan is 


