
By Glenn Chapman

In a Silicon Valley culture known for bril-
liant ideas boiling up in coffee shops,
Gaurav Chawla is pouring his heart into

chai. Chawla was on a break from his job as
an engineering manager at San Francisco-
based cloud-computing star Salesforce
when he began lamenting how tough it was
to find a cup of chai as good as he makes it
at home. That frustration, and echoed com-
plaints by other natives of India, where the
blend of spiced tea and simmered milk is
woven into daily lifestyles, prompted him to
start tinkering.

“I took a rice cooker apart and reconfigured
it to make chai,” Chawla told AFP. “It made
good chai, and I realized this process could be
automated.” While his background is in soft-
ware engineering, Chawla went to work devel-
oping a chai machine as simple to use as a cof-
fee maker. He told of giving his second proto-
type a test run at Google offices, where it was
used daily until it broke. Another prototype
got a workout in offices of sound and image
specialty firm Dolby, according to Chawla.

Feedback from those and other tests led
to a first-generation chai machine to be fund-
ed by pre-orders at a freshly launched
www.brewchime.com website at a temporari-
ly discounted price of $249. Chime machines
aren’t slated to ship until March of next year.

Chai is Chai 
Chime machines brew one cup of chai at a

time, using tea and spices pre-mixed in caps
sold by the startup. “Essentially, you want to
brew black tea and spices, add milk then bring
it to a boil again,” Chawla said of the chai
brewing process. “Because you are adding
milk, you can’t just let it sit by itself or you get
a big mess - which I do almost every day.”

Chai has been growing in popularity in
San Francisco and nearby Silicon Valley, with
coffee shops large and small adding it to
menus. Helping drive the trend are ranks of
people drawn to the region from India by
jobs at technology companies. Chawla said

his friends at Microsoft have told him of the
US software giant having people with chai-
making skills come in to prepare the tea for
employees. “The Silicon Valley influence of
Indians moving here is huge,” Chawla said.
“Even if there is great coffee, chai is chai. It is
one of the things of your upbringing.” A co-
founder at Chime is a design engineer who
ran product development at Williams-
Sonoma, a retail chain specializing in kitchen
and home items.

Chai Carts 
The popularity of chai has climbed in the

United States over the past 20 years, with

even major chain Starbucks adding it to the
menu,  according to Chai  Car t  founder
Paawan Kothari. Kothari earned a masters
degree in business from the INSEAD busi-
ness school in France and spent more than a
decade working with technology firms in
Silicon Valley before turning a hobby started
in 2009 into a startup that sells chai from
carts on San Francisco streets.

“I wanted to give people a taste of what
homemade chai tastes like,” said Kothari,
who started out making the spiced tea in
her home and peddling it in the Mission
District from a bicycle trailer. “I was sur-
prised at how many people were looking

to  have  good chai ;  not  just  in  San
Francisco but everywhere.” She quit her
job as an IBM marketing strategist and
launched Chai Cart, which she said has
been growing steadily.

Kothari estimated that while some 40
percent of her customers are hankering for
a taste of chai that harkens back to native
countries in South Asia, more than half
grew up in households without chai. “It
brings me great pleasure to share a part of
my culture and give a taste of the tradition-
al chai that ’s enjoyed every day across
India,” Kothari said in a post on the website
thechaicart.com. — AFP 
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‘Big data’ could 

be huge in 2016 

US elections

By Rob Lever

Big data” could play a huge role in the 2016 US elec-
tion, even if Donald Trump doesn’t think so. Trump,
who sailed through the Republican primaries using

unconventional campaign rallies and Twitter messages,
has indicated that he sees little use for popular data ana-
lytics tools to help target specific voters. But analysts say
he may be at a disadvantage in the general election if he
stays on that course.

“In the primaries, he was only looking for Republican
voters, and in the general he needs all voters,” said Alan
Rosenblatt, a digital political strategist. “Unless he starts to
be more sophisticated in how he targets his message, he’s
not going to have a good sense of where he’s going to win
and not win and where he should put his resources.”

Trump’s rise appeared to take the wind out of the sails of
data crunchers and the techniques that helped the 2012 re-
election campaign of President Barack Obama. Trump is
defying the traditional wisdom in both political parties,
which have been ramping up the way they use data to help
candidates and their backers personalize their pitch to raise
funds and get out the vote on election day.

Jordan Cohen at the digital marketing firm Fluent, which
works with candidates, said the Trump campaign “has
exhibited the least amount of digital sophistication or inter-
est” and that this could hurt his efforts. Cohen said email
fundraising, which has become a staple for candidates,
requires considerable work to build a supporter base. “Now
that the Trump campaign wants to raise funds from the
public they are certainly at a disadvantage by not having
spent the past year building up a big database,” Cohen said.

Better Data Crunching 
The 2016 campaign could see more sophisticated data

efforts thanks to advances in computing technology.
Campaigns have been speeding up how they collect and
analyze data to form the so-called predictive models that
can help determine tactics and strategy. Consulting firms
boast of having as much as 1,500 “data points” or bits of
information about voters, and dozens of “voter models” that
categorize individuals for targeted messages.

The data ranges from voter registration databases to
public records on hunting or fishing licenses or gun owner-
ship, to online “cookies” or small programs which track Web
browsing and purchase activity. “This is ‘Moneyball’ for poli-
tics - it’s about running smarter, more efficient campaigns,
and the more data you have, the more effective you can be,”
said Tom Bonier, chief executive of TargetSmart, a political
consultancy, referring to the book and subsequent hit
movie using data to build a winning baseball team.

Because the campaigns can’t reach everyone, they
want to find the most “persuadable” people, according to
specially designed formulas or algorithms. “In 2012 for the
first time we were able to successfully model persuadabili-
ty,” said Dan Porter, a member of the Obama data team
who co-founded BlueLabs, a consulting firm now working
with the Hillary Clinton campaign. “We’ve had four years
now and we think we are able to develop a persuasion
model with more precision.” Contacting the most persuad-
able voters is critical for campaigns.  Reaching out to those
opposed may backfire by making them even more com-
mitted to an opponent.

Beyond ‘Cookies’ 
TargetSmart, which works with the Democratic party

and political action groups, said it has begun working with
Facebook data that eliminates the need for tracking cook-
ies. The consultancy has matched 191 million voter file
records to Facebook users to be able to deliver targeted
messages to people on whatever device they are using, said
Bonier. Bonier said this is more accurate than using tracking
cookies because it is based on user log-ins regardless of the
device. He noted that Facebook’s platform provides impor-
tant clues because it uses people’s “likes,” which can be
important for political campaigns. “We have a lot of our own
data, but what Facebook brings to the table is the ‘likes,’ the
attitudinal information.” 

Some Republican candidates have used predictive mod-
els from a firm called Cambridge Analytica, which offers
profiles of voters for so-called behavioral microtargeting.
Chris Wilson, a consultant for Republican Ted Cruz’s cam-
paign which used the Cambridge scores, argued that using
this data is positive for the democratic process. “You have so
many people who have become disenfranchised because
they do not believe the political system speaks to them,”
Wilson told a recent Washington forum. “Once we are able
to understand what an individual voter cares about and we
are able to talk to them about that issue, it creates a level of
connection between the voter and the candidate, and that
is what politics should be about.” — AFP

Chai stirred into Silicon Valley coffee culture

By Lynne O’Donnell

Afghanistan’s government has offered
the new Taleban leader a choice: make
peace or face the same fate as his pred-

ecessor, killed in a US drone strike last week.
But Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada is a hard-
liner who has used his religious credentials to
justify the Taleban insurgency that has killed or
wounded tens of thousands of Afghan civilians
as a “holy war” and his succession has inspired
little hope for an end to the bloodshed.

For many Taleban fighters, the movement’s
leadership lost Islamic legitimacy last year,
when it emerged that its founder, one-eyed
Mullah Mohammad Omar, had been dead for
years and that his deputy, a wealthy drug
smuggler named Mullah Akhtar Mansour, had
been running the war in his name. The revela-
tion caused a split at the top of the Taleban,
and provoked mistrust among fighters.
Several factions broke away, and some began
fighting Mansour loyalists.

The Taleban leadership is now desperate to
close these rifts. After Mansour was killed last
Saturday when his vehicle was struck by an
American drone in southwestern Pakistan,
Akhundzada was swiftly chosen to replace
him in an attempt to avoid the tensions that
followed Mullah Omar’s death. On Thursday,
the Taleban religious council released a state-
ment to AP, saying they believe Akhundzada
will bring unity and mend the “mistakes” of
the recent past. The new leader will “bring all
the mujahedeen (holy warriors) together on a
single platform,” the statement said.

Mansour, nicknamed “the Accountant”

because of his wealth, controlled a vast drugs-
smuggling empire based in the southern opi-
um-producing provinces that provide the bulk
of the world’s heroin and fund the 15-year
insurgency, one senior Afghan official said. He
spoke on condition of anonymity because he
was not authorized to speak to the media.
Battles between Mansour and his main detrac-
tor, Mullah Mohammad Rasool, for control of
the smuggling routes spread disillusionment
among foot soldiers, the official said.

“The Taleban have always claimed that
they are fighting not for power, but for Islam,
for freedom. So when they started fighting for
power, it led to the erosion of their legitimacy
among their own rank and file and caused
them to become suspicious of each other,” he
added.  Never again would the Taleban leader-
ship “have the unity, authority and position as
they had under Mullah Omar”.

Ultimatum 
On his Twitter account, Afghan President

Ashraf Ghani issued an ultimatum on
Thursday, saying that “Taleban groups have
yet another chance to end violence/lay their
arms & start normal life. Or they’ll face the
same fate as their leadership.” But analysts say
such threats are bound to fail as they effec-
tively call for surrender. Mansour had refused
to join Ghani’s earlier efforts to start a peace
dialogue, instead intensifying the war. When
the Taleban and their partners, the Al-Qaeda
affiliated Haqqani network, were linked to an
April 19 attack on Kabul that killed 64 people
and wounded hundreds, Ghani changed tack
and accused Pakistan of using the Taleban to

wage war on his country. The new attitude has
been welcomed by many Afghans, who
regarded attempts to appease Islamabad,
which they accuse of harboring the Taleban
leadership, as misguided. Pakistan denies
such accusations.

Akhundzada, a low-profile conservative
who was a deputy to Mansour, is seen by
many as a natural choice for a movement that,
despite battlefield gains, has been in disarray
for more than a year. He was close to Mullah
Omar, helping formulate religious decrees to
justify the war, and like him is a native of
Afghanistan’s Kandahar province, which was
the center of the Taleban’s 1996-2001 regime.

As head of the Taleban courts,
Akhundzada was brutal in his pronounce-
ments and was conspicuously extremist in his
views of women, according to Rahmatullah
Nabil, a former head of Afghanistan’s secret
service. Nabil described Akhundzada as a
“small-minded man with a weak personality”
who has never traveled abroad and so lacks
“any familiarity with the bigger issues”.
Akhundzada’s need to consolidate his posi-
tion could mean escalated violence, as he
seeks to be taken seriously as a warrior.

Divide and Rule 
Anatol Levin, a professor at Georgetown

University in Qatar, said the United States
appeared to have “decided that peace talks
are pointless at this stage and, encouraged by
the Afghan government, have decided to go
for a strategy of decapitating the Taleban”. The
impact of the divide-and-rule strategy may be
emerging as Akhundzada’s two deputies -

Sirajuddin Haqqani, head of the Haqqani net-
work, and Mullah Omar’s son, Mullah Yaqoub -
vie for influence.

The two, Haqqani and Yaqoub, have
already “divided Afghanistan into two parts”
and each wants to control his own section,
said one Taleban commander said, speaking
on condition of anonymity to discuss the
Taleban leadership. The US military does not
anticipate any “significant changes on the bat-
tlefield in the short term,” said Brig Gen
Charles Cleveland, spokesman for the
American and NATO mission in Afghanistan.
He expected fierce months of fighting ahead.

As Akhundzada consolidates power, he will
have to identify dissidents, said political ana-
lyst Idress Rahmini. The faction led by Rasool -
the main detractor to Mansoor - have said
they will not reconcile with Akhundzada. The
new Taleban leader’s success and longevity
also depends on how he manages his rela-
tionship with Pakistan’s intelligence agency,
said Rahimini. He must handle the relation-
ship “very carefully to avoid the mistakes of
the last leader”, Rahmini said.

Islamabad has protested that the strike on
Mansour violated its sovereignty, but it is not
known if the intelligence agency colluded in
the assassination. If Pakistani authorities did
secretly support Mansour’s killing, this “shows
that Pakistan is supporting the Afghan peace
process by removing a Taleban leader who
was a barrier to peace,” Rahmini said. But, he
added, if the attack was conducted unilateral-
ly, this “will have a negative impact on the
peace process and we will see an escalation of
attacks in Afghanistan.”  — AP 

Hopes for peace dim with new Taleban leader

Jyothi Lakshmaiah (left) and Nithya Krishnan take a break from their jobs to enjoy chai from a Chai Cart on Market Street in
downtown San Francisco on May 26, 2016. — AFP 


