Cartoon Network

Rotterdam-based ExtraTainment continues to believe in Wap, the technology already pronounced dead by many. Animated and interactive cartoons and games are supposed to put life back into the rigid communications service. With his own means, Roth finances a content factory aimed at bringing smiles to the faces of users and operators of the new generation of mobile phones. Roth himself carries the biggest smile, because his income is assured. Wap is dead, long live Wap.

Curt Roth can remember very clearly how internet looked when he was one of the first subscribers back in 1990. A very basic screen, with 24 x 80 characters. The lucky few who had the right graphics card installed in their PCs could view simple illustrations. If the first internet users had known ten years ago what internet would eventually become, they would probably have been very disappointed with what they were offered. Just as disappointed as the owners of WAP phones are now.

Roth: ”Internet on mobile phones is still in its infancy. Its appearance and possibilities are comparable to the first generation of the internet; it allows for digits and simple graphics. But this will change within a few years and this change will occur faster than the evolution of the internet.” Roth continues to believe in mobile internet, even though millions have already turned their backs on the stocks of mobile internet manufacturers. It will happen. The only question is when. And Roth won’t  wait for the day when mobile internet becomes a hit. In 1999 he and his son Hubert Roth founded ExtraTainment (the .com suffix has since been dropped), a company producing animated cartoons and games, as yet aimed at the WAP and SMS formats and for mobile operators.

Curt Roth has found the ideal venture capitalist for his long term vision: himself. Roth was CEO and founder of GSM Information Network (GIN), which offered SMS-based services to mobile operators worldwide. The weather forecasts and news reports of KPN came, unbeknownst to the user, straight from the GIN content factory. On a world-wide scale, GIN supplied to sixteen mobile operators, including Dutch parties KPN, Telfort and Dutchtone, who offered the services to their customers in their own names. In 1999 a group of Americans who wanted to enter the European market knocked on Roth’s door and made him ‘an offer he couldn’t refuse’. After staying on to adapt the company to the policies of its new owners, he invested part of his capital in ExtraTainment as sole share holder. Note: part of it. Roth has time. Time to be hasty, because Roth would very much like to be one of the first parties already in the marketplace when mobile internet becomes a hit with consumers. The narrow bandwidth of the GSM network is no objection to Roth in offering cartoons and games. Roth: “Even in that situation it’s possible to supply simple animations. I simply asked myself what would be necessary to make WAP a success here and now. And in my opinion what’s needed is entertainment. Fun is a crucial aspect, even if it consists of only a few simple images. Don’t forget, soon we will have GPRS, though this doesn’t necessarily mean an increase in bandwidth. At the more quiet moments of the day it will probably allow up to three times the speed of GSM, but that’s still a lot slower than the average internet connection now.”

Success

With the knowledge that even at this speed there are a lot of possibilities, other technological developments fill Roth with even more confidence. The first hybrids of mobile phones and pocket-pcs are currently being produced by Siemens, Sagem and Mitsubishi. On top of that, KPN will introduce the I-Mode format in The Netherlands through its collaboration with Japanese telecom company NTT DoCoMo. The I-Mode phones have been a runaway success in Japan, not in the least thanks to the expanded graphic capabilities and the attractive entertainment options. At the moment ExtraTainment is producing games and cartoons for KPN’s I-Mode services. Roth: ”We could wait until mobile internet has become a success with a next generation, but this would only create a vicious circle. Without content there won’t be any users and without users there won’t be any content.”

There is another reason why Roth can believe in his investment. He doesn’t sell to consumers, but to operators. Partly because of his extensive connections in the wonderful world of operators Roth has already managed to partner with four different parties. Dutch company KPN, one operator in Hong Kong and two in Great Britain, including British Telecom. At the moment of writing he is in talks with a number of new clients, all of them operators who would like to see their investments in current technologies returned in the shape of new networks. These are Roth’s clients and more than ever they are set on delivering content that will stimulate consumer use of their networks.

Leading role

Roth is therefore not worried that his cartoons and games will meet the same fate as similar content on the internet. Dotcoms worldwide have tried to lure web surfers by means of animation, games and comics featuring cartoon characters. In the long term Roth cannot survive without consumers who are willing to pay for his entertainment. As yet however a small number of clients in the shape of network operator will suffice.

The last few months doubts have risen about the potential market value of entertainment for operators. Durlacher research prophecises that entertainment will account for only six percent of all income from mobile internet. Durlacher expects that the major part of the gross will come from more traditional services like e-mail. Siemens was even less optimistic and estimated that entertainment would only account for three percent of the gross. In their crystal ball the ARC Group nevertheless saw a worldwide growth in the mobile entertainment market from 19 million users in 1999 to 775 million in 2005. If ExtraTainment manages to grab only a fraction of that market Roth will have no trouble making back his investment. Roth has the products, the clients and the hope that entertainment services like his will experience the same explosive growth as SMS. Roth: “It was just there all of a sudden. It started in Scandinavia and in no time SMS got a foothold on the European mainland. It wasn’t even promoted by operators, who were too busy trying to sell phones - the units themselves for voice use. But then, on a high school campus somewhere one student must have sent an SMS message to a friend. Within a few months the use of SMS sky-rocketed. And let’s face it, SMS is nothing more than a form of entertainment.”

On a monthly basis about 13 billion SMS messages are sent between mobile phones around the world, for a price of between 8 and 20 dollar cents a piece. Most of these are sent by young people, almost exclusively for none-business related matters. In other words: for fun. And fun is ExtraTainment’s trademark. Roth has no doubt that many of those SMS users will fall for ExtraTainment’s cartoon characters.

They can enjoy ‘Recycle Dog’ a smiling, anal-retented whose daily adventures prominently feature his own excrement. Or ‘The F-Word’, who has so much misfortune that every episode inevitably ends with him loudly pronouncing the full version of his own name. Then for the connoisseurs there’s Dr. Parkinson, a helpful surgeon who puts tattoos on his patients’ backs picturing a prominent middle finger and the words ‘I suck’. A matter of acquired taste perhaps, but the fact is that these cartoons, their accompanying wallpapers and games have been designed with a clear and well-defined goal. The characters and jokes have clearly been designed for a younger generation. Text and sounds are in English, which is always a plus when trying to sell the products in the international market place. And all cartoons on display at the website www.extratainment.com can be loaded relatively quickly. On WAP and I-Mode the graphics are simplified, which means that Dr. Parkinson and his allies appear on screen quickly despite the narrow bandwidth.

The cartoon characters are created by ExtraTainment’s creative team, led by Roth’s son Hubert Roth. And then there’s Curt Roth jr. In other words: one happy little family. However, at 33 employees, this family is not quite so little anymore. Roth senior expects to have around 60 people employed at his company by the end of 2001, not in the least because everything is created in-house. Roth: “Of course we’ve been in touch with big entertainment companies who own well-known characters – the Donald Ducks of this world. They certainly showed an interest in collaboration, but only after payment of a hefty sum in the range of several million guilders. Deals like those are of absolutely no interest to us, which is why we quickly decided to create our own set of characters.”

Black comedy for late-blooming adolescents, on a small screen in basic graphics. Is that any way to make back a million-dollar investment? Roth believes it is. Like it or not, fact is that similar applications on similar networks have made many millions for NTT DoCoMo in Japan. Roth: “I-Mode didn’t have much more to offer than this and yet it’s become a great success.”

Ski jackets

But Dr. Parkinson in the shape of a WapToon is only the beginning. ExtraTainment is currently working on multi-player games, which allow users to play with and against each other. When third generation networks have become a fully workable reality, ExtraTainment will be ready. Roth: “It will take few years, but when that time comes all these applications and services we’re now thinking up will definitely happen. Recently I saw a film that sparked the imagination. Two girls were entering a department store and immediately received the latest bargain for a jacket on their mobile phones. After all, the system knows where they are and what their personal preferences are. They take the escalator to the sports wear department and try on the jackets, which sadly are too expensive for them. They call mum and film themselves with the camera built into their phones. Mum sees the images, decides she’s in a generous mood and sends them the money by way of a chip card, which is inserted into the phone. The amount is transferred to them immediately and the two girls can now buy the jackets. As thanks, they send mum a video message of them posing in the jackets. Scenarios such as these might seem very futuristic, but it is basically possible which means that it will inevitably happen.”

According to Roth, the billions that European operators are now forced to invest in licenses and networks will without doubt receive a return. Not only because there will be many new services offered to consumers, but also because traditional services will be incorporated into the mobile arena. Who will buy a map when maps of every area of land or city can be accessed on a mobile phone? And who will buy a comic book when there’s Dr. Parkinson? “Contrary to popular thought, I believe that operators knew very well what they were doing when they spent all those billions on licenses. When there is enough content and the price won’t be too high, it will be a success. I’m sure of it.”

Source: Internet in Business

Author: Geerhard Bolte

Translation: ExtraTainment

Date: 05-2001

