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RIO DE JANEIRO: Forget beach volley-
ball, soccer or tennis, not to mention the
steeplechase or discus.  Pokemon Go is
challenging the Olympics for most popu-
lar game among some young Brazilians.

Hundreds of them turned out in a Rio
de Janeiro park on Saturday holding
their mobile phones to hunt for virtual
creatures in the hyper-reality game app
that has become a craze in Brazil since its
release two days before the Games. “I
went to a football game to see Brazil play
Sweden, but after Pokemon Go started I
lost interest,” said student Lourdes
Drummond at the Quinta da Boa Vista
park, once the gardens of the Brazilian

royal family.
The blockbuster game developed by

Niantic, in which Japan’s Nintendo Co
has a large stake, uses augmented reality
and GPS mapping to make animated
characters appear in the real world.
Players see creatures overlaid on the
nearby landscape that they see through
a mobile phone camera.

Brazil’s third largest mobile phone
company Claro estimates that close to 2
million of its users have downloaded the
game just in the Rio area since it was
released on Aug. 3. An executive of the
company owned by Carlos Slim’s
America Movil said more than half of

those users had been inside or near
Olympic venues hunting for Pokemon.

Athletes addicted to Pokemon Go too
Even athletes have been addicted to

the game. Japanese gymnast Kohei
Uchimura downloaded the app when he
got to Brazil for pre-Games training
before Pokemon Go was launched in the
country. He ran up almost $5,000 in
international phone charges.

That did not stop him winning two
gold medals and becoming the first man
to claim back-to-back all around titles in
over 40 years, and only the fourth in his-
tory. As Rio residents rode paddle boats
on the lake of the Boa Vista park, youths

explored the grounds seeking Dragonite
and other prized Pokemon to add to
their collection. They huddled in the
shade of the 19th Century royal palace
to swap tips.

“There is no interest in the Olympics
here, just how to get to the next stop
where there are the most Pokemon,” said
sociologist Joao Carlos Barssani, 31, him-
self joining the hunt. When a boy shout-
ed “I found one!” dozens sprinted after
him in pursuit. It may not be a physical
sport, but the novelty of Pokemon Go is
the mobility involved compared to tradi-
tional video games.  You have to get up
and go outside to search your city cell-

phone in hand to accumulate as many
Pokemon as you can. “Before I never left
home. Now every time my mother wants
me to do any shopping, I’m out the door,”
said Rafael Moura Barros, an IT student
who believes the game will help reduce
obesity in Brazil.

Barssani said the game was changing
the way Brazilian were using their urban
space in cities long plagued with high
crime rates. People are frequenting parks
and squares that had been abandoned
for fear of getting mugged, he said. “It’s
good to have lots of people around you,
so your phone doesn’t get robbed,” said
student Leonardo Perreira.—Reuters

Olympics-Pokemon craze challenges Rio Games for popularity

SAN FRANCISCO: A Silicon Valley internet
mogul who sold his startup for $300 million at
the age of 25 and appeared on “The Oprah
Winfrey Show” as a highly eligible bachelor was
sentenced Friday to a year in jail for violating his
probation in a domestic violence case.

However, Gurbaksh Chahal, 34, will not
immediately begin ser ving the sentence
because San Francisco Superior Court Judge
Tracie Brown cited questions about the evi-
dence while giving him time to appeal her
ruling.

Brown determined last month that Chahal
had violated the probation ordered after he
pleaded guilty in 2014 to misdemeanor charges
of battery and domestic violence battery.
Prosecutors said surveillance footage from his
San Francisco penthouse showed him punching
and kicking his girlfriend more than 100 times
and trying to smother her with a pillow.

Chahal entered his plea to the reduced
charges after the woman stopped cooperating
with authorities and a judge said the video
could not be used as evidence because it had
been improperly obtained. He was accused of
violating his probation by kicking another girl-
friend, who also didn’t cooperate with prosecu-
tors. Chahal said both women had cheated on
him, according to prosecutors.

Chahal’s attorney, James Lassart, said in
court Friday that his client was denied his right
to question the woman during his probation
revocation hearing when she failed to attend
the proceeding. “In this instance, the constitu-
tion requires that my client be allowed to con-
front his accuser,” Lassart said.

Video allowed as evidence
Brown allowed the penthouse video to be

admitted as evidence in the probation hearing,
and she reviewed it privately before issuing her
ruling last month. Lassart said the judge should
not consider the video in her sentencing
because it had previously been ruled inadmissi-
ble. The footage has not been played in court or
made public.

Assistant District Attorney O’Bryan Kenney
called for a sentence of 18 months, saying
Chahal had shown no remorse and committed a
second act of violence just months after his
domestic violence conviction. “He clearly didn’t
get the message,” Kenney told the judge.

Chahal made $300 million in 2007 when he
sold his digital advertising company to Yahoo. A
year later, he appeared on “The Oprah Winfrey
Show” in a segment that highlighted his success
and promoted him as a highly eligible bachelor.

Chahal’s legal woes extend beyond the crimi-
nal case. Two former employees have sued him
for discrimination, painting him as a bullying
boss who thought little of women.

Patricia Glaser, the lawyer representing
Chahal in the lawsuits, did not return an email
or call seeking comment. An email to Chahal’s
online advertising technology company,
Gravity4, was not returned. A message to his
Twitter account also went unanswered.

Faced with the initial domestic violence
charges, Chahal got help from powerful former
San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown and the for-
mer chief financial officer for the state of
California, Steve Westly, according to one of the
lawsuits and emails between Westly and Chahal
reported by The Wall Street Journal.

Westly, who was on the board of a company
Chahal founded, suggested the businessman
reach out to Willie Brown, according to a 2015
lawsuit by Yousef Khraibut, a former Gravity4
employee.

Chahal told Khraibut that he paid Brown a
$250,000 retainer to exert pressure on the dis-
trict attorney to dismiss the charges, saying
Brown had the “juice” to make them disappear,
the lawsuit said. Brown did not return a mes-
sage left at his law office.

He said in a radio interview last September
that he was asked to put together a legal team
to defend Chahal but did nothing unethical and
returned most of the $250,000. Westly, whose
name has been mentioned as a possible guber-
natorial candidate in 2018, said in a statement
that he doesn’t comment on ongoing legal cas-
es but added that domestic violence in any
form is inexcusable. In court documents, Chahal
shot back that Khraibut was fired for not doing
his work and was seeking publicity.—AP

Internet mogul gets year in 
jail in domestic violence case

Violation of Probation

WASHINGTON: SpaceX successful-
ly landed a reusable Falcon 9 rocket
on a floating drone ship at sea early
yesterday after the vehicle had sent
a Japanese communications satel-
lite into orbit.

The California-based company’s
eighth launch this year was part of
its ongoing effort to re-use costly
rocket parts instead of jettisoning
them into the ocean. It was also the
fourth time SpaceX has vertically
landed a used Falcon 9 rocket

aboard a floating platform at sea.
The white rocket launched

under a dark night sky from Cape
Canaveral, Florida at 1:26 am (0526
GMT). Less than three minutes into
the flight, the rocket’s main stage
separated as planned, with SpaceX
mission control erupting in cheers
as live video showed the moves.

Around six minutes later, the
first stage landed on the Of Course I
Still Love You drone ship, drawing
more cheers at mission control. The

vertical landing on the reconverted
deck barge in the Atlantic Ocean
was especially challenging because
the JCSAT-16 satellite had to be car-
ried into a highly elliptical orbit
some 22,300 miles (36,000 kilome-
ters) above the Earth’s equator.

“The first stage will be subject to
extreme velocities and re-entry
heating, making a successful land-
ing challenging,” Space Exploration
Technologies Corporation-SpaceX’s
full name-said prior to the mission.

The communications satellite
will help provide more stable satel-
lite services for video distribution
and data transfer communications
in Asia, Russia, Oceania, Middle East
and North America. It was the sec-
ond JCSAT satellite SpaceX has
launched in four months for satel-
lite operator SKY Per fect JSAT
Corporation. SpaceX chief Elon
Musk wants to revolutionize the
launch industry by making rocket
components reusable. —AFP

SAN FRANCISCO:  Born in Google’s shad-
ow, Niantic strode into the spotlight with a
mobile internet spin on hunting Pokemon
but can the obsession with the game lead
to long-term financial success?

Niantic founder and chief executive
John Hanke has told a story of naming the
company after a whaling ship abandoned
in San Francisco Harbor by crew members
who rushed off to seek fortunes during the
famed Gold Rush.

The ship was run aground and convert-
ed into a store. The notion of such long-for-
gotten wrecks prompted Hanke six years
ago to use the name Niantic to christen a
quest to combine gaming, mobile mapping
and augmented reality to playfully reveal
virtual things hidden in the real world.

Niantic was a side-project for Hanke at
Google, which had bought the entrepre-
neur’s startup Keyhole in 2004 and turned
it into the free mapping service Google
Earth. Hanke spent years as a top executive
in a Google “geo” division producing widely
used services such as Maps and Street View.
The gamer wanted to go beyond helping
people navigate and have fun with the abil-
ity for mobile devices to detect people’s
locations.

The entrepreneur toyed with the idea of
launching a new startup, but instead kept
Niantic anchored in the Silicon Valley tech-
nology powerhouse. “Staying at Google
gave us the advantage of being able to tap
into the data we have at (mapping division)
Geo and the infrastructure of Google,”
Hanke was quoted as saying in a 2012 Inc.
magazine article.

Portals to Pokemon
The Niantic project fielded its first offer-

ing in 2011 in the form of a mobile applica-
tion called Fieldtrip that served up informa-
tion about where smartphone users were
or nearby places of interest.

The following year, Niantic launched a
game called “Ingress,” seen as a predecessor
to “Pokemon Go.” Ingress, which has been
downloaded more than 15 million times,
also uses real world surroundings as the
game board.

Instead of trying to catch cartoon mon-
sters such as iconic Pikachu by targeting
them with “Pokeballs,” Ingress players battle
for control of virtual portals. Early Ingress
fans submitted pictures of places as possi-
ble portals complete with satellite position
metadata, essentially crowdsourcing a rich
geo-location database that was put to use
in Pokemon Go. When Google underwent a
corporate restructuring last year to divvy its
endeavors into arms of a freshly-created
parent company called Alphabet, Niantic

went independent.
Google did invest in Niantic, as did

Nintendo and The Pokemon Company.
Niantic claims from 50 to 100 employ-

ees. The private company does not make its
financial information public but some ana-
lysts value it at more than $3 billion.

To justify such a valuation, Niantic will
have to prove that Pokemon Go is a lasting
and profitable, not just another passing
fling for notriously fickle mobile game play-
ers. Pokemon Go has shown it can make
money. Industry tracker Sensor Tower esti-
mated that Pokemon Go generated more
than $200 million in revenue during the
month after its release in early July.

The game is free, but players can buy
virtual supplies such as PokeBalls and lures
to attract Pokemon. Cafes, pubs, restau-
rants and other venues have taken to buy-
ing lures that tempt players to linger, and
hopefully spend money, while waiting to
catch Pokemon.

Sponsors   
During a recent Venture Beat technolo-

gy conference, Hanke said that the game
was designed from the outset for in-app
purchases, and that revenue could also be
made from sponsorships along the lines of
what was done in Ingress.

Ingress has portals hosted in commer-
cial spots such as shopping centers, and
Pokemon Go launched in Japan with fast
food giant McDonald’s sponsoring in-game
locations. “We are talking to a bunch of oth-
er businesses that want to take advantage
of that model for Pokemon Go in other
parts of the world,” Hanke said at the con-
ference.

“It’s promising.”
A strong selling point for Pokemon Go

sponsorships is that they get people
swarming to places in a way that typical
advertising does not. The power of
Pokemon Go has, to some, become a bane.
Parks and other public venues ripe with
PokeStops or “gyms” where cartoon crea-
tures battle are at times over run with play-
ers. Authorities have taken to warning
Pokemon Go players against venturing
where it is dangerous, illegal, in poor taste,
or they are simply not wanted. The game
and its creator are already in the sites of
lawyers intent on suing to hold them
accountable for trespassing or injuries
involving players. The Washington-based
Electronic Privacy Information Center has
called for US regulators to investigate
whether Niantic is collecting too much
information about players and their where-
abouts. —AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: In this Friday, July 22, 2016 photo, tech mogul Gurbaksh Chahal sits with his
attorney James Lassart during a hearing to consider revocation of his probation on domestic
violence charges. —AP

WASHINGTON, DC: This file photo taken on July 12, 2016 shows a woman holding up
her cell phone as she plays the Pokemon Go game in Lafayette Park in front of the
White House. —AFP

Pokemon hunt leads to glory 
for Google-born Niantic

NEW YORK: Mobile apps that allow users
to create their own emojis or share the styl-
ized images of NBA star Stephen Curry and
other celebrities are paying off for a small
upstate New York company.

Moji Maker— with its mix-and-match
menu of happy, angry or goofy faces —
was the No. 2 paid app on the iTunes chart
as of Friday morning. The company that
made it, Moji, recently scored big with its
Curry app and is following up with similarly
styled apps for two Olympic athletes who
won gold this week: swimmer Michael
Phelps and gymnast Simone Biles.

The company of about a dozen people
is based far from Silicon Valley and celeb-
heavy Los Angeles in Binghamton, New
York, where the three principals — all
between 30 and 32 years old — grew up.
None of them had a background in pro-
gramming. Their success provides a win-
dow into a quickly evolving emoji market
that didn’t even exist until recently.

“We look at everything that we make

and we ship objectively, and say, ‘Is this
something that we would actually use in
our everyday texts? Does this have rele-
vance in a person’s everyday conversa-
tion?’” said Oliver Camilo, the company’s
founder and CEO. “Because we don’t want
to create stuff that’s just a boring bottle of
water.” The emoji market is flourishing as
mobile users demand more ways to
express themselves. Kim Kardashian and
Justin Beiber are among the growing num-
ber of celebrities who have their own emoji
apps. “Right now, there’s just not a lot of
players doing it and that’s why a very small
player who aligns himself with a Steph
Curry or anyone else is able to achieve so
much adoption,” said Travis Montaque,
founder and CEO of the research and brand
integration company Emogi.

The emojis from Moji and its competi-
tors have not been adopted by the
California-based Unicode Consortium,
which controls official emoji standards
used on standard keyboards. — AP

SpaceX lands Falcon 9 rocket 
after launching Japanese satellite

FLORIDA: A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket launches from Launch Complex 40 at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station early yesterday. —AP

Smiley faces at small company 
making popular emoji apps


