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Q&A- Artificial Intelligence is a national priority for the Chinese government: 

Dr. Ya-Qin Zhang, Baidu 

From consumer privacy to autonomous driving market and artificial intelligence, China's biggest 
search engine Baidu faces many challenges. China’s government has said the company is strategic for 
driving the country’s goal to be an international leader in Artificial Intelligence (AI). 

AI is a key driver for the new industrial revolution and has become a priority for the Chinese 
government, Dr. Ya-Qin Zhang¸ Baidu’s President in charge of technology, emerging business, and 
global business operations told the Reuters Global Markets Forum in an exclusive interview on 
Tuesday, January 23, from the World Economic Forum meeting in Davos.   

 

Following are edited excerpts from the conversation: 

 

Q: People in China are becoming increasingly reactive to privacy issues. What is Baidu's 
reaction to this, and how do you plan to meet new consumer privacy challenges? 

A: AI and the internet brought tremendous increases in productivity and convenience but also highlighted concerns under privacy 
issues such as face ID, location data and voice recognition. Privacy is of critical importance to Baidu. First of all, we use new 
technologies such as differential privacy and multi-factor authentication to protect privacy and identity. And we make sure there is 
explicit user consent before we collect and use the data. And we believe this is a huge responsibility of all high-tech companies. 

 

Q: Baidu has undergone a reshuffle since advertising regulation cut its core profits in late 2016 into 2017. You have also 
invested heavily in an open source autonomous driving project. How do you anticipate monetising that momentum, and 
how long will it take? 

A: We took the opportunity to completely revamp our search product and improve the user experience in 2016 and 2017 and our 
search revenue has stabilised. In addition we use AI to create a new live feed product which in a short time has achieved one billion 
dollars in annualised revenue. Last quarter (Q3 2017) our revenue increased 29 percent and profit 69 percent. And we further 
crystalised our strategy, strengthening the mobile foundation and lead in the AI area.  

Q: What is your opinion of existing privacy laws in China regarding data collection for private firms, do those need to be 
changed or improved?  

A: Currently the law and the policy face the biggest challenges in awareness and enforcement. For companies like Baidu, we want 
to make sure that identity and privacy issues are addressed. China is very open-minded about the new technologies such as 
autonomous driving, whether it’s government or citizens. According to a study, 92 percent of Chinese consumers enthusiastically 
embrace driverless cars, whereas less than 50 percent of Americans do and around 40 percent of Europeans. AI, we believe, is the 
engine for the force in the industrial revolution. It's a skill and impact that exceeds the previous three revolutions - the steam engine, 
electrification and information. 

 

Q: Baidu was named among China's AI 'national champions' by the government - what does this responsibility or 
opportunity involve? 

A: AI has become a national priority for the Chinese government. We are fortunate to become a group of companies that have been 
selected by the government as the national platform. Having said that, this is technology and market driven and is an equal 
opportunity for all companies. Baidu is committed to open our technology and our platform to companies in China and around the 
world. Over a third of our partners are global partners outside of China, including Microsoft, Intel and TomTom.  

 

Q: How competitive is the autonomous driving tech market in China? 

A: It’s scorching! The competition is intense but overall that is good for a fast growth industry. There are large companies and 
startups and both bring different things. Autonomous driving will create a new market of $1.5 trillion dollars in the next 12 years and 
the reason we created an open Apollo platform is to accelerate the innovation in this field i.e. to make sure companies can build on 
the best, differentiate and innovate. 
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