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Amazon eyes 
Chilean skies,
seeks to datamine 
the stars
SANTIAGO: Amazon.com is in talks with
Chile to house and mine massive amounts of
data generated by the country’s giant tele-
scopes, which could prove fertile ground for
the company to develop new artificial intelli-
gence tools. The talks, which have been little
reported on so far and which were described
to Reuters by Chilean officials and an
astronomer, are aimed at fuelling growth in
Amazon.com Inc’s cloud computing business
in Latin America and boosting its data pro-
cessing capabilities.

President Sebastian Pinera’s center-right
government, which is seeking to wean Chile’s
$325 billion economy from reliance on copper
mining, announced last week it plans to pool
data from all its telescopes onto a virtual
observatory stored in the cloud, without giv-
ing a timeframe. The government talked of the
potential for astrodata innovation, but did not
give details. The government did not comment
on companies that might host astrodata in the
computing cloud.

Amazon executives have been holding dis-
cussions with the Chilean government for two
years about a possible data center to provide
infrastructure for local firms and the govern-
ment to store information on the cloud, an
official at InvestChile, the government’s
investment body, told Reuters. For at least
some of that time, the talks have included dis-
cussion about the possibility of Amazon Web
Services (AWS), hosting astrodata,
astronomer Chris Smith said, based on email
exchanges he was part of between AWS and
Chilean Economy Ministry officials over the
last six months. 

Smith was at the time mission head of
AURA observatory, which manages three of
the US federally-funded telescope projects in

Chile. Jeffrey Kratz, AWS’s General Manager
for Public Sector for Latin American,
Caribbean and Canada, has visited Chile for
talks with Pinera. He confirmed the company’s
interest in astrodata but said Amazon had no
announcements to make at present.

“Chile is a very important country for
AWS,” he said in an email to Reuters. “We
kept being amazed about the incredible work
on astronomy and the telescopes, as real
proof points on innovation and technology
working together.” “The Chilean telescopes
can benefit from the cloud by eliminating the
heavy lifting of managing IT,” Kratz added.

AWS is a fast-growing part of Amazon’s
overall business. In July it reported second-
quarter sales of $6.1 billion, up by 49 percent
over the same period a year ago, accounting
for 12 percent of Amazon’s overall sales.

Star-gazing to shop-lifting
Chile is home to 70 percent of global

astronomy investment, thanks to the cloudless
skies above its northern Atacama desert, the
driest on earth. Within five years, the South
American country will host three of the
world’s four next-generation, billion-dollar tel-
escopes, according to Smith. He and Economy
Ministry officials leading the Chilean initiative
to store astrodata in the cloud saw potential in
more Earth-bound matters.

The particular tools developed for the
astrodata project could be applicable for a
wide variety of other uses, such as tracking
potential shop-lifters, fare-evaders on public
transport and endangered animals, Julio
Pertuze, a ministry official, told Reuters at the
event announcing Chile’s aim to build a virtual
observatory on the cloud. Smith added that
the same technology could also be applied to
medicine and banking to spot anomalies in
large datasets.

Amazon, whose founder and largest share-
holder Jeff Bezos is well known for his interest
in space, already provides a cloud platform
for the Hubble Telescope’s data and the
International Centre for Radio Astronomy
Research in Australia. As Amazon explores the
potential in Chile’s astrodata, tech rival
Google, owned by Alphabet Inc, is already a

member of Chile’s Large Synoptic Survey
Telescope, which will be fully operational in
Cerro Pachon in 2022. Google also has a data
center established in the country. Justin Burr,
senior PR associate for AI and Machine learn-
ing at Google, declined to comment on any
Google plans around astrodata or its involve-
ment in other telescope projects. Separately, a
Google spokeswoman said last week that the
company will announce expansion plans for
its Chilean data center on Sept 12.

Giant database
Smith said that what the Chileans are

calling the Astroinformatics Initiative - to
harness the potential of astrodata - could
enable Amazon Web Services access to the
research that astronomers are doing on proj-
ects like the LSST. “We are going to have to
go through a huge database of billions of
stars to find the three stars that an
astronomer wants,” Smith said, adding that
was not too different from searching a data-
base of billions of people to find the right

profile for a targeted advertisement.
“So a tool that might get developed in

LSST or the astronomical world could be
applicable for Amazon in their commercial
world.” Since speaking to Reuters, Smith has
moved on from his job heading AURA to a
new position at the US National Science
Foundation. Amazon’s role in the astrodata
project would also give it an entry into a mar-
ket where it is seeking to expand. 

Amazon - which controls nearly one-third
of the global cloud computing business,
ahead of rivals Microsoft Corp and Google -
has struggled to lure public institutions in
Latin America, including research facilities, to
store their data online instead of on physical
machines. AWS declined to provide any infor-
mation on the size of its regional business in
Latin America. Economy Minister Jose Ramon
Valente said at last week’s announcement,
“Chile has enormous potential in its pristine
skies not only in the observation of the uni-
verse but also in the amount of data that
observation generates.”—Reuters

FRANCE: The logo of Amazon is seen at the company logistics center in Lauwin-
Planque, France. —Reuters

China launches 
platform to stamp 
out online rumors
BEIJING: China has launched a platform,
which includes a mobile app, that lets the
public report “online rumors” and even
uses artificial intelligence to identify
reports that are false, as Beijing cracks
down on what it views as socially desta-
bilizing content. The platform, launched
on Wednesday, comes as Beijing steps
up efforts to police the internet, espe-
cially social media used by people to
discuss politics and other sensitive sub-
jects, despite stringent censorship.

Besides a website, the platform Piyao
- which means “refuting rumors” - also
has a mobile app and social media
accounts with social media giants Weibo
and WeChat. Via those channels, Piyao
will broadcast “real” news, sourcing
reports from state-owned media, party-
controlled local newspapers, and various
government agencies. “Rumors violate
individual rights; rumors create social

panic; rumors cause fluctuations in the
stock markets; rumors impact normal
business operations; rumors blatantly
attack revolutionary martyrs,” Piyao said
in a promotional video of the launch on
its website.

Official data show internet regulators
received 6.7 million reports of illegal and
false information in July, with most of the
cases coming from Sina that owns
Weibo, Tencent which owns Wechat,
Baidu, and Alibaba.

Chinese laws dictate that rumor-
mongers could be charged with defama-
tion, and they face up to seven years in
prison.  Online posts that contain rumors
visited by 5,000 internet users or are
reposted more than 500 times could also
incur jail sentences.

Hosted by the Central Cyberspace
Affairs Commission in affiliation with the
official Xinhua news agency, Piyao has
integrated over 40 local rumor-refuting
platforms and uses artificial intelligence
to identify rumors. The platform oper-
ates under the guidance of 27 govern-
ment departments, including the Central
Party School, which trains rising officials,
and powerful planning body the National

Development and Reform Commission.
Chinese media regularly reports on -

and refutes - popular rumors that circu-
late online, though generally only men-
tions topics involving issues like corrupt

local officials or health scares, rather
than anything more salacious about sen-
ior leaders. President Xi Jinping said last
year that China will build a “clean and
clear” internet space. —Reuters

BEIJING: Computer code is seen on a screen above a Chinese flag in this illustra-
tion photo.—Reuters

Amazon to launch 
food and drink 
sales in Mexico 
MEXICO CITY: Amazon.com Inc will begin selling
food and drinks online in Mexico, including snacks,
sweets and wines, it said on Thursday, a move that
could intensify its competition with Wal Mart de
Mexico to claim shoppers in a nascent e-commerce
market. Online shopping represents a fraction of total
retail sales in Mexico but has grown swiftly, putting
Amazon and its rivals in a race to ramp up investments
in logistics, technology and product offerings.

Amazon views food and drink sales as key to
growth, eyeing routine purchases to stock pantries as
a way to generate other types of sales, but has yet to
dominate the category. The new items on its Mexico
site, which it launched in 2015, span coffees, teas,
liquors, wines and beers, as well as cooking ingredi-
ents, non-perishable snacks and sweets. “We’re com-
mitted to offering our clients as many products as we
can,” Fernando Ramirez, Amazon Mexico’s senior
product manager, said in a statement.

The launch shows Amazon’s intent to claim more of
Mexicans’ wallets, said Gene Munster, research head
at Loup Ventures. “Non-perishables are the first step
to capturing food spending, and likely indicate
Amazon’s ambitions to increase its offering related to
fresh food,” he said. In the United States, Amazon
moved into online grocery sales through a $13.7 billion
purchase of Whole Foods Market last year. It offers
two-hour delivery and lets shoppers pick up Amazon
products from Whole Foods stores. —Reuters

MUMBAI: Google retains only a slight lead over Facebook in
the competition for digital ad dollars in the crucial India mar-
ket, sources familiar with the figures say, even though the
search giant has been in the country far longer and has
avoided the controversies that have dogged its rival.
Facebook’s success has shaken Alphabet Inc’s Google, led by
an Indian-born CEO, Sundar Pichai, who has made develop-
ing markets a priority.

Google officials in India earlier this year were alarmed to
learn that Facebook Inc was likely to generate about $980
million in revenue in the country in 2018, according to one
of the sources. Google’s India revenues reached $1 billion
only last year. Facebook and Google declined to comment
on Indian revenue figures or
the competition between the
two companies.

Google is now pushing
back, attempting to lure cus-
tomers with better ad-buying
tools and more localized serv-
ices. The revamped strategy
mirrors initiatives that have
succeeded in boosting the time
Indian consumers spend with
Google services. The battle in
India reflects an epic challenge
for Google in developing markets around the world that are
crucial to the company’s long-term growth - many consumers
in those country’s are gravitating to Facebook and it’s siblings,
Instagram and WhatsApp, at the expense of Google search
and YouTube, and advertising dollars are quick to follow.

“Facebook is a far more user-friendly platform even
though they haven’t created features specifically for Indian
advertisers,” said Vikas Chawla, who runs a small ad-buying
agency in India. Facebook ads, compared with those on
Google search or YouTube, tend to transcend language bar-
riers more easily because they rely more on visual elements,
said Narayan Murthy Ivaturi, vice president at FreakOut Pte
Ltd, a Singapore-headquartered digital marketing firm.

Pinpointing younger consumers and rural populations is
easier with Facebook and its Instagram app, he and other
ad buyers said.

And Facebook is succeeding in India, which boasts the
fastest-growing digital ad market of any major economy,
despite internal turmoil and political controversy. It has been
without a country head for the last year, and has faced a
series of incidents in which rumors circulating on Facebook
and WhatsApp have prompted mob violence. Facebook and
Google between them took 68 percent of India’s digital ad
market last year, according to advertising buyer Magna. 

Media agency GroupM estimates digital advertising
spending will grow 30 percent in India this year. The

Facebook phenomenon is evi-
dent close to home for Google.
During a recent lunch period,
six out of 10 people who
walked out of Google’s
Bangalore offices while looking
at their phones told Reuters
they were checking WhatsApp.
All 10 said they regularly used
Whatsapp.

Eight Indian ad buyers inter-
viewed by Reuters were divid-
ed on whether Facebook would

overtake Google in Indian ad revenue.  That such a question
would even be debated explains why Pichai, Google’s chief
executive, has pressed to flip the company’s approach to
emerging markets. “India is the most important market for the
‘Next Billion Users’ initiative,” Caesar Sengupta, the head of
the effort, told Reuters on the sidelines of the annual “Google
for India” event in New Delhi last week.

New tactics
For many years Google designed its services for early

adopters of new technology, who tended to be in Silicon
Valley, said Nelson Mattos, who oversaw Google’s Europe
and Africa operations for several years. Great products would

then find a broad global audience. “Over time, as you saw the
growth of Facebook, the importance of WhatsApp and other
tools in these new markets, and not the same adoption of
Google, the company started to realize that maybe they had
to change that approach,” Mattos said.

Shortly after taking the helm three years ago, Pichai
mapped a new strategy for places such as India: More servic-
es tailored to locals; more marketing on radio, billboards and
TV; more local staff and start-up investment. Google’s India
workforce has more than doubled since to more than 4,000
employees, or about eight times Facebook’s presence, accord-

ing to a tally of LinkedIn profiles and company statements.
Its products evolved too, becoming easier to use with low

data plans. Smartphone apps such as Files Go and Tez -
rebranded last week as Google Pay - were aimed at Indians.
“There’s definitely a sea change,” said Asif Baki, a user
researcher at Google who oversees two-week “immersion
trips” in developing markets for senior executives and staff.
The efforts are bearing fruit. Indian users during the first half
of this year spent more time on Google services than on
Facebook services, according to estimates from audience
measurement firm Comscore. —Retuters

Google lures customers with better ad-buying tools

In India, Google races to 
parry the rise of Facebook

NEW DELHI: A man walks past a Google hashtag during an event in New Delhi. —Reuters
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user-friendly
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Going up! Japan 
to test mini 
‘space elevator’
TOKYO: A Japanese team working to develop a
“space elevator” will conduct a first trial this month,
blasting off a miniature version on satellites to test
the technology. The test equipment, produced by
researchers at Shizuoka University, will hitch a ride
on an H-2B rocket being launched by Japan’s space
agency from southern island of Tanegashima next
week. The test involves a miniature elevator stand-
in-a box just six centimeters long, three centimeters
wide, and three centimeters high.

If all goes well, it will provide proof of concept by
moving along a 10-metre cable suspended in space
between two mini satellites that will keep it taut. The
mini-elevator will travel along the cable from a con-
tainer in one of the satellites. “It’s going to be the
world’s first experiment to test elevator movement in
space,” a university spokesman said yesterday.

The movement of the motorized “elevator” box
will be monitored with cameras in the satellites. It is
still a far cry from the ultimate beam-me-up goals of
the project, which builds on a long history of “space
elevator” dreams. 

The idea was first proposed in 1895 by Russian
scientist Konstantin Tsiolkovsky after he saw the
Eiffel Tower in Paris, and was revisited nearly a cen-
tury later in a novel by Arthur C Clarke. But technical
barriers have always kept plans stuck at the concep-
tual stage. —AFP


