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Will that be
with a robot
or straight?
Shanghai bistro raises questions on
future of food and beverage sector.
Alywin Chew reports

L

ocated in the basement of
the K11 Art Mall in downtown
Shanghai is Ratio, a new pop-up
store that operates as a cafe by
day and cocktail bar by night.
Automation is the name of the game
here.
For instance, customers gain access
to a digital menu after scanning QR
codes found on the tables.
Apart from a comprehensive
selection of drinks, they can also
customize their orders.
A regular latte at Ratio costs 28 yuan
($4.20). Those who prefer a stronger
cup of coffee can opt for a double or
triple shot for just 1 yuan more, a practice
that few cafes in Shanghai adopt.
“We see ourselves as the Tesla of retail
— five-star service at three-star prices,”
Gavin Pathross, the founder of Ratio,
said, referring to the multinational
automaker in the United States.
In terms of cocktails, customers
can also choose how many shots of
alcohol they want in their drinks and
the specific combination of liquors. The
starting price for a customized cocktail
is about 60 yuan, cheaper than that
for similar drinks at high-end bars in
the city.
But Ratio’s crowning glory is
something far more tangible. It is also
what makes this place the first of its
kind in China.
Here, customers will not find baristas
or mixologists preparing the drinks.
A solitary Italian-made robotic
arm does the job, spinning around
its enclosure where different cups,
espresso machines and liquors are
located within its perfectly tuned grasp.
Ratio’s employees, all of whom are
trained mixologists or baristas, perform
a similar role to sommeliers, making
recommendations to customers.
Most customers are fascinated as

they watch the $30,000 robot go about
performing its tasks with precision.
But while the guile of the robotic arm
has left them mesmerized, it has also
raised questions about the growing
prevalence of automation in the
workplace and how it will affect people.
In an interview with CNBC last year,
Greg Creed, the chief executive of Yum
Brands, was quoted as saying that
machines could replace people in the
food and beverage sector by the mid2020s.
Much of Yum’s business in Shanghai
has already taken up automation. At
Shanghai Pudong International Airport,
KFC customers place their orders at an
automated kiosk. At Pizza Hut, a robot
greets customers at the door.
The McKinsey Global Institute says up
to 800 million people worldwide could
be displaced by automation by 2030.
But Pathross insists his new business
venture is not about diminishing the
relevance of humans in the workforce.
“What we have here is a collaborative
effort. The robots handle about
80 percent of the work. The last 20
percent, which involves tasks such as
garnishing and adding ice, is performed
by humans. The garnishing process is
absolutely important because it affects
perceived value,” said the 39-year-old,
who used to be chief digital officer with
Yum Brands.
“This is not about replacing humans
with machines to save money. We
think it’s a more efficient way of doing
cocktails and coffee. It frees humans
up from menial tasks and allows
them to focus on other areas such as
creating recipes. In fact, we can now
afford to pay our staff more because we
require less manpower in other areas.
My savings are also reinvested into
obtaining quality ingredients.”
Things also move more quickly at

Above: A robotic arm serves a cup of coffee
at a pop-up store at the K11 Art Mall in
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Ratio. The robot can make two cups
of latte within 90 seconds, whereas a
seasoned barista would need at least a
minute to make just one cup.
However, aficionados would be quick
to point out that this is because the
coffee at Ratio comes straight from a
fully automatic espresso machine.
In contrast, baristas go through a
series of tasks, such as dosing the
ground coffee into the portafilter,
tamping to remove air pockets and
ensuring the coffee is completely level,

before pulling the shot.
The key difference between the fully
automated and manual processes is
the quality and flavor of the product,
said Nils Weisensee, the founder of Cafe
del Volcan, a specialty coffee outlet.
“I’ve never had good coffee from an
automatic espresso vending machine.
I think that when it comes to perfecting
the flavor of coffee it’s hard for a
machine to be better than humans.”
There is no doubt that technology is
important in coffee-making, he said.

“Technology has allowed us to create
sophisticated thermometers, weighing
scales and water sensors that are
crucial to coffee making. But I believe
that a human still has to be at the core
of the production process.”
Yao Lu, founder of The Union Trading
Company, one of the top cocktail
bars in Shanghai, said that while
using robots can make sense from
a purely functional standpoint, such
use of technology is the antithesis of
hospitality.
“This place (Ratio) has got its
concept of hospitality wrong. The
beauty of a bar is in the human touch. It
is about that handshake or hug you get
from the bartenders. It’s about having
them coming round the corner to do
shots with you. It is these little touches
that create a truly unique drinking
experience.”
Chen Jingya, a mixologist at Flask,
a cocktail bar, said it is naive to think
of bartenders as nothing more than
“cocktail-making machines.”
“We don’t just stand around and
make cocktails. We’re in the hospitality
business. It’s all about connecting with
people.”

Paean to the power of plants
BY JIANG YIJING

We need them in some deep
psychological sense which I don’t
suppose anybody really understands yet.
—Jane Goodall
In saying this the British primatologist
and anthropologist might well have
been lauding the companionship of
chimpanzees, the species she has spent
more than half a century getting to know.
In fact in this case the object of her ardor
was plants.
“It has been proven ... that plants are
good for our psychological development,”
Goodall said. “If you green an area, the
rate of crime goes down. Torture victims
begin to recover when they spend time
outside in a garden with flowers.”
Jin Tianying’s job was not exactly
torture, but three years ago, after eight
years in the television industry, and as
routine 14-hour work days exacted their
toll, the producer decided to hearken
the call to greener and more fulfilling
pastures, quitting her job and becoming
a full-time plants grower.
This is not just any genus we are talking
about, but duo rou zhi wu, literally greasy
plants, generally known as succulents.
On the look-at-me scale these plants
are at the opposite end to the biggest,
brightest sunflower. Instead they sit
there — in their thousands of varieties
— small, unassuming and undemanding.
Their fleshy leaves that can store a
lot of water are a perfect foil in a dry
environment such as that of Beijing, and
perhaps this little need for care is one
prime reason that Chinese city dwellers
in particular are giving them the kind of
welcome that otherwise seems to be
given only to cats and dogs.
In that vein people post photos of them
on social networks, decorate their offices
and homes with pots of them here and
there and share or give them out as gifts
for friends and families, and enthusiasts
pay hundreds to thousands of yuan for a
rare variety.
It was in this environment that Jin
stepped into the world of the succulents.
Unlike many vegetable and flower

The sense of achievement in selling plants is totally
different to what you get in publishing articles. The
satisfaction is palpable when you see how much people
love the plant you have grown.”
ZHU WEIWEI
BLOGGER

greenhouses, hers is a garden with a
little pond in the middle, surrounded
by succulents. The floor is paved with
rectangular bricks. Graffiti of cherry
blossom and balloons are on the wall
and if you look closely you will see a pair
of turtles ambling about.
But of course the real stars of this
non-television show are the thousands
of succulent plants in myriad varieties
that pack the 700-square-yard
greenhouse.
Jin waters them assiduously, takes
photos of her favorites, advertises
them using the social media app
WeChat, and shows visitors around
her floral heaven.
To be sure, this work can be tiring, she
says, but she feels immense satisfaction.
In her final months in television it was
her tending to these plants that brought
her blessed relief.
“No matter how tired I was I always
found time every day to take care of my
plants.”
Eventually she had accumulated 100
succulents on her balcony, and two
years ago she quit her job and, with a
friend, rented the greenhouse.
“I even laid the bricks myself,
something I could never have imagined
doing before,” says Jin, wearing a loose
T-shirt and with her hair loosely banded.
She now has more than 500 kinds
of succulents, she says, and recently
became interested in a variety called
Haworthia, which she bought from a
WeChat acquaintance for 300 yuan
($48).
“You can pay anything from one yuan
to thousands of yuan for a succulent,”
Jin says. “The easier it propagates, the
cheaper it is.”
Chinese are generally familiar with

cactus. Other varieties, such as jade
drop, peach beauty and baby bear, are
less well known but are very popular
among a small group of enthusiasts.
One of those responsible for driving
the growth in popularity of succulents
is Zhu Weiwei, 36, well known for a blog
she has run since 2011.
In a previous incarnation Zhu was a
fashion magazine editor, and while on
assignment in South Africa stumbled
across a plant called Lithops.
“This thing is stone-shaped, and
looking at it you would think it’s from
another planet,” Zhu says. “I was
intrigued and wanted to know more
about it.”
She began doing research on
succulent plants, which not only
sprouted hundreds of articles that
appeared in magazines and on the
internet, but turned her into a veritable
succulents aficionado and grower.
“It has been wonderful to be able to
pass onto the public something that
I myself love so much,” says the dyed
blonde Beijinger with gold-rimmed
glasses.
Succulents are hardy souls that are
undemanding on attention and time,
propagate easily with little care but
the right conditions. Doing just that,
before long Zhu had hundreds of
succulents, and at first shared them
with workmates and friends, and in
March 2012 began to sell them in the
hutong where she grew up.
“The sense of achievement in selling
plants is totally different to what you get
in publishing articles. The satisfaction
is palpable when you see how much
people love the plant you have grown.”
Shortly after deciding to become a
plant seller Zhu came up with the idea
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of running her own succulent-themed
cafe, and within three days it opened in
the Dongcheng district of Beijing.
In 2013 she quit her editing job to
devote herself to running the cafe and
in 2016 published a book titled Duo
Rou Le Sheng Huo (Happy Life with
Succulents), an introduction to growing
succulents, of which she says 40,000
copies have been sold.
On Douban, a popular online review
site, the most popular book related to
succulents is Plant Succulent with Er
Mu, which is given a score of 8.2 out of
10. Its author, Xiao Jie, 34, who goes by
the name Er Mu online, is also a wellknown succulent blogger.
Like Jin and Zhu, Xiao abandoned his
career in international trade in favor

of succulents and took that zeal even
further by selling his home in Weihai,
Shandong province, to rent 3,000
square yards of land on a small hill in
the suburbs and build his own garden.
This odyssey began in 2010, he says,
when he was attracted by a kind of
succulent called black mage.
“I used to think all the plants were
green, and the black-colored succulent
surprised me when I saw pictures of it
on the internet. There were also animalshaped plants like what we call baby bear
and rabbit ear that gave them an air of
mystery and I wanted to know more.”
Like Jin Tianying, Xiao kept his
succulents, of which he eventually
had 100, all bought on Taobao, on the
balcony of his apartment.

