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HANGZHOU: Gliding silently through Alibaba
Group Holding Ltd’s futuristic “FlyZoo” hotel,
black disc-shaped robots about a meter in
height deliver food and drop off fresh towels.
The robots are part of a suite of high-tech
tools that Alibaba says drastically cuts the
hotel’s cost of human labor and eliminates the
need for guests to interact with other people.

Formally opened to the public last month,
the 290-room Fly Zoo is an incubator for
technology Alibaba wants to sell to the hotel
industry in the future and an opportunity to
showcase its prowess in artificial intelligence.
It is also an experiment that tests consumer
comfort levels with unmanned commerce in
China - a country where intrusive data-shar-
ing technology is readily tolerated and often
met with enthusiasm.

“It’s all about the efficiency of the service
and the consistency of service, because the
robots are not disturbed by human moods.
Sometimes, we say we are not in the mood,
but the system and the robot will always be in
the mood,” said Andy Wang, CEO of Alibaba
Future Hotel Management, the unit that over-
sees the hotel project. Inside the hotel, softly-
lit white paneled walls bring to mind the inte-
riors of Hollywood spaceships. Guests check
in at podiums that scan their faces, as well as
passports or other ID. Visitors with a Chinese
national ID can scan their faces using their
smart phones to check in ahead of time.

Elevators scan guests’ faces again to verify

which floor they can access and hotel room
doors are opened with another face scan.”It’s
very quick and safe. I haven’t used it for a long
time yet, but basically, I can be in my room in
one minute,” said guest Tracy Li. Li added that
safety was one of her priorities and she was
pleased her room could only be entered with
a scan of her face. In the rooms, Alibaba’s
voice command technology is used to change
the temperature, close the curtains, adjust the
lighting and order room service.

At the hotel’s restaurant, taller capsule-
shaped robots deliver food that guests have
ordered via the FlyZoo app while at a separate
bar, a large robotic arm can mix more than 20
different types of cocktails. Facial recognition
cameras add charges to the room rate auto-
matically. To check out, guests press a button
on the app after which the room locks and
they are automatically charged through
Alibaba’s online wallet. Once this is done, the
guests’ facial scan data is immediately erased
from Alibaba’s systems, said Wang.

Celebrating ‘the empty’
FlyZoo - whose name derives from a pun in

Chinese for ‘it’s a must to stay here’ - is locat-
ed in the city of Hangzhou, 170 km southwest
of Shanghai, and is within walking distance of
Alibaba’s headquarters. Room fees start from
1,390 Yuan ($205) a night. It does employ
humans, though Alibaba declined to specify
how many. This includes chefs and cleaners as

well as reception staff, who will assist with
conventional check-in procedures for guests
unwilling to have their faces scanned and
want to use electronic key cards.

But advanced technology involving per-
sonal data - including facial recognition - has
become increasingly common in China, where
regulation is minimal and the government has
rolled out public surveillance projects that use
biometric data. “For Chinese consumers,
there’s this real glee in having exposure to
things that seem like futuristic technology
developments, and then beyond that, I think
there’s a much greater comfort level with data
sharing,” said Mark Natkin, managing director
at Beijing-based technology consulting firm,
Marbridge Consulting.

Alibaba has launched other highly automat-
ed projects for book stores and grocery
stores. Though most projects are not necessar-
ily intended to be springboards to big forays in
those industries, its grocery stores called
Hema have been well received and now num-
ber about 100 nationwide. The aim of such
projects is twofold - develop AI and other
high-tech expertise which will propel Alibaba’s
e-commerce offerings forward, as well as
develop new areas of business at a time when
e-commerce revenue growth rates are slowing,
in part due to the US-China trade war.

Alibaba intends to build some other hotels
but they will primarily be used by company
staff on business trips to head offices in

Beijing and Shanghai. Wang also acknowl-
edged that FlyZoo still had plenty of issues
that needed upgrading. 

Some of its services, for example, only
worked for guests with a Chinese national ID.
But he said the initial reception from guests

was encouraging. “When they experience the
robot and the voice butlers, they say ‘Wow!’.
When they enter into the lobby they say
‘Wow!’, “ said Wang. “It’s such a different lob-
by. It’s empty - but maybe it’s the kind of
empty of the future.” — AFP

At Alibaba’s futuristic hotel, robots 
deliver towels and mix cocktails

French watchdog
sounds alert over 
chemicals in diapers
PARIS: A French public health watchdog issued a warn-
ing yesterday about the risks of several chemicals found
in disposable nappies, particularly artificial perfumes,
leading the government to demand that manufacturers
withdraw them from their products. The Anses health
body stressed there was no medical study which had
proved health problems caused by disposable diapers.

But “we cannot exclude a risk... because we have
recorded some substances that are above healthy lim-
its,” the deputy director of the Agency for Food,
Environmental and Occupational Health and Safety
(Anses), Gerard Lasfargues, said. The chemicals identi-
fied in the study-described as the first of its kind-
include two artificial perfumes as well as other complex
aromatic products that are refined from oil, and poten-
tially dangerous dioxins.

The French government called a meeting of nappy
manufacturers yesterday morning and gave them 15
days to remove the products identified by the watchdog.
“I want to reassure parents: Anses says that there is no
immediate risk for the health of our children,” Health
Minister Agnes Buzyn said after the meeting. “Obviously
we should continue putting nappies on our babies.
We’ve been doing that for at least 50 years,” she said,
while adding that the report does not exclude “a health
risk for children in the long term”.

“That’s why as a precaution we want to protect our
children from possible effects,” said Buzyn, who met the
manufacturers along with the economy and environ-
mental ministers. In a statement on Wednesday, market
leader Pampers, which belongs to US consumer prod-
ucts group Procter & Gamble, said its diapers “are safe
and have always been so.” Scientists working for Anses
tested 23 types of nappies in real-life conditions as they
were worn by children, which it said was a world first.

“We calculated the amount (of chemicals) absorbed,
calculated according to the time a nappy is worn, the
number of nappies worn by babies, up to 36 months,
and then we compared the results with toxicology stan-
dards,” Lasfargues said. — AFP

Migrants need better 
access to healthcare
in Europe: WHO
COPENHAGEN: Europe must guarantee migrants better
access to medical care, the World Health Organization
urged Monday, and highlighted massive disparities in
access to health services in different countries. “To
improve their (migrants’) health, it is important to fill the
gap for access to basic care,” Santino Severoni, the head
of the WHO’s Migration and Health Program, told AFP.

In the WHO’s Europe region, which covers 53 countries,
migrants represent almost 10 percent of the population, or
90.7 million of 920 million inhabitants. But the proportion
varies widely from country to country-migrants account
for 45 percent of Malta’s population compared to just two
percent in Albania, for example. Depending on the country
and migrants’ status, they may enjoy full access to the
health care system or none at all.

In 15 European countries, including Austria, Turkey, and
Britain, asylum seekers have access to the same care as the
local population, whereas in Germany and Hungary they

are only entitled to emergency care. “People, and some
governments, have been reacting emotionally when it
comes to newcomers because of the lack of information
and data,” Severoni said.  

Contrary to what some may believe, “there is a very low
risk... of transmitting communicable disease from the
refugee and migrant population to the host population,” he
said. The bigger health risk is for migrants themselves, with
a large share of HIV-positive migrants contracting the dis-
ease only after arriving in Europe, said Severoni.

Depression and anxiety
New arrivals are also more likely to develop chronic ill-

nesses as a result of their new lifestyle —  less physical
activity and too much fast food-and the poverty conditions
some encounter. Cancer tends to be diagnosed at a later
stage among migrants, which can make treatment more
difficult, the report said, while migrant children are at
greater risk of being overweight and having psychological
problems than peers in their host country. Refugees and
migrants are more likely to suffer from depression and
anxiety, added the WHO. This was due to a combination of
risk factors, including the prevalence of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) among refugees who endured
treacherous journeys, as well as lengthy asylum applica-
tion processes and difficult socio-economic conditions,
such as unemployment, poverty and isolation. — AFP

DAVOS: Alibaba Group co-founder and executive chairman Jack Ma gestures during a
panel session at the World Economic Forum (WEF) annual meeting yesterday in Davos,
eastern Switzerland. — AFP


