This year’s first Adult Online Europe expo was held at the Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky in Amsterdam from the 27th to the 30th of April. Paul Smith reports on the event, better known as the AOExpo. 
The only problem with holding an event in Amsterdam is getting there from the UK requires you to share an aluminium tube of some description with gangs of lads and lasses off to paint the town vomit-coloured on hen and stag parties. Getting into the spirit of having a good time (and Amsterdam is certainly a good time town) starts early, and not always with respect for other people’s idea of a good time- On my easyjet flight, the bloke next to me was trying to read a book, the fool.
Luckily the train journey from Schiphol airport to the central station was efficient and relaxing, and the city itself even more laid back. With its internationally famous tolerant attitudes and red light district it’s just the place of an adult-focused event like the AOExpo, and it’s been held here several times in the past. The conference hotel was unmissable at one end of Dam square, which was filled with a funfair in preparation of Queen’s Day- April 30th. Against expectations, the name comes from the Dutch royal family, and while it’s a city-wide street party the day isn’t a celebration of all things gay, particularly. 
The first day of AOE coincided with the last day of the World Telemedia show, and while the layout of the two events initially had me a bit lost, I soon found ETO publisher Lee Scholfield and Jacinta Williams, our advertising manager. While exploring, we bumped into Rich Holdsworth of Wapple -an AOE veteran- who told us, “We’ve been doing a lot of press so didn’t feel the need for a stand this year. People know us now and where to find us, so we’re not standing in front of a banner saying ‘look at us, look at us!’ Wapple provide tools that allow people to build their own mobile-internet sites, which deliver to any mobile device. We’ve just launched a programme so people can go to our .net site, sign-up and use those tools for free to build a site. Only once they’re happy with it and want it to be published and go live do they need to pay. But it’s all free to start with!”
In the exhibition room Fiona Garvey was ruling the Private Cash stand with an iron fist in a velvet glove, and good-naturedly told me off for being a freebie whore. “We’re here for two reasons. Firstly, to meet mobile operators on the World Telemedia side, to talk about our content and we’re also looking for partners on the off-portal side of things. Secondly, on the AOE side, we have Claudia Rossi here signing things and giving away free stuff to people who are lucky enough (she gave me a ‘don’t push it though’ look)- she’s a major new star for Private and in lots of our new releases. As the biggest in Europe, we like to sponsor European events and we’re also here to meet partners and relaunch our affiliate programme, Private Cash. It’s all new- There’s a new Private.com, a new PrivateCash.com and we’re in the process of changing our whole online structure to reflect the new demands and expectations of our customers. We’re moving more towards Web 2.0, which is all about personalisation. We’ve stars and directors blogging for us about their work and life. RSS feeds- lots of new features!”
Upstairs, David Girow of Harmony was seen in several conferences, listening intently, so I waited until I caught him in reception before distracting him. “We’re just here to have a look at online business and how that relates to mobile, IPTV and the rest. It’s a clear area for expansion for any quality adult provider- you really need to be looking at all markets to distribute content. I’ve not been to AOE before. I went to the InterNext show in Vegas in January, which is more Internet based for the American adult market [the US mobile market is ultra conservative] and that was useful. This is the first European show of this type we’ve been to and it seems to be growing quite rapidly so we’re here to take a view on where we can move forward in future.”

Asked about Harmony’s news, Girow said, “We’ve a lot of developments happening this year, but until they’re ready, I really can’t talk about them! We’ve a regular release schedule even though the UK’s film market is pretty tough at the moment, but we’re doing very well internationally, our television stuff is rolling out well and all our distributors world-wide are very happy with us.”
Another well known UK face at the event was Chris Ratcliff of Hot Rod, who’d clearly planned what he wanted to get out of the event; He’d brought a notebook and made copious notes during the conference discussions. “This is the 2nd AOExpo I’ve attended and I think we’re seeing a big transition in the industry with what I’d describe as a crash in wholesale DVD sales -and thus consumer sales- over the last six months. There’s a lack of repeat business in sex shops. Therefore I’m here to look at ways of remonetising, or getting added-value, from that content. There’s no two ways about it, the restrictions imposed on the UK market have put a strangle-hold on things. However, the growth area is on the Internet. I say transitional as I don’t think we’re there yet, as the quality and availability of broadband in the UK might mean your streaming business is compromised. Because it’s online you’re free of the restricted practices in the licensed sex shop business. The threat this opens up is inevitably the challenge from the big US companies like Hot Movies. We have our regionalised version in Strictly Broadband, but I think we’re still at a point where we need to make that jump away from the computer and towards the television. IPTV is the next big thing. The market’s very segmented at the moment, with traditional bricks-and-mortar business, the adult Internet and TV markets. They’re all separate at the moment and we need to find the right solution to bring them all together and marrying the technologies.”   

Topics covered such diverse territory as is age verification just played lip-service by the adult industry online (‘Yes, I am over 18’ – click!) and what parental responsibility actually involves to the advantages of Flash video over other digital video formats for web use, DRM problems and the ‘get in, get off, get out’ nature of porn traffic. The problem of social networking/UGC sites including ‘self-produced images of children’ (kiddie porn by kids, for kids) was touched on (bad choice of phrase) and methods of moderation discussed, against a background of corporate responsibility. I learned MySpace is owned by Fox too.  

Back in the small exhibition hall, Supreme Content and Pay 4 Adult were sharing two sides of a square stand. Rik van Eijk of Pay 4 Adult told me how their product is a new way of getting adult content into people’s email inbox, paid for by clicking your mouse on a link and getting an SMS sent to your phone, requesting a premium reply with your email address. As an easy-billing solution, it seems straightforward enough. Next door, Serkan Kurt of Supreme Content.com was selling their 24 channels of content, split into popular fetishes, performer types, sexualities and sex acts. Several thousand scenes play in loops, streaming 24/7.
John Green, who’s managed the event for four years wasn’t to be found, so I caught a few minutes with World Telemedia Sales and Marketing Director Jarvis Todd. “World Telemedia is the infrastructure side, the billing and telephony side, and as Adult has its own intrinsic needs it has its own show; AOE. Its focus is how webmasters, operators and providers deliver their content service, and with the other show next door, they can meet the people who can make that happen.” 
Asked about John’s absence, he said, “John Green felt -we all felt- it was time to find pastures new. He did a great job for us and worked really hard to win a lot of confidence in the market place. There’s no dreadful story about his leaving. He just wanted a change of scene. We’ve got a new, hungry, beautiful team in place now, with Reenha, Halolita and the not so beautiful Norman.”

Jarvis ensured we were coming to that night’s ManiaCash party at the waterside Onassis club before going off to roundup the Miss AOE Angels competitors. Yet even at the party I was on duty, talking to Damian Jennings (formerly of PlayboyUK) MD of soniacash.com, a site which needs it’s ‘Untitled Document’ header changed for something more memorable when you add it to your favourites. He explained that Lady-Sonia.com is one of the biggest and most popular personality-based fetish sites on the Internet.
Having had a 3am start, the day’s 3am finish (only a 23-hour day though- don’t forget the time difference) came as a blessed release and I was glad no one had called my bluff when I’d demanded we went on to a sex club. It was a bluff. I want to be clear on that. 

Saturday was rather more relaxed and the show felt more condensed, as the conferences had switched to a room with better acoustics downstairs. 3C Ltd.’s speaker was a familiar figure; MD David Knell was formerly CEO of Coulomb and Globalcharge, before starting 3C in February this year. He told me, “Firstly we’re selling DVDs on the Internet, which isn’t terribly new, except we’re selling full downloadable images of DVDs rather than shipping any physical product. A consumer selects a title on a site, pops a blank DVD in their drive, downloads the full download-2-own 4Gb+ file to their PC, burns the disc. It’s particularly relevant to the UK market as it’s exempt for the Video Recordings Act- obviously you can’t mail-order R18 in the UK from a UK address. It’s a product whose time is here because the average broadband speed is getting up toward 8meg so it’s only an hour or two to download a film rather than an all-night -or all week- prospect. What we’ve not done is recompress the download file at the expense of menus, features or picture quality. Ours is the image of the DVD -anything up to DVD9, so 8Gb- so it’s true DVD quality. Piracy is controlled by adding an extra splash screen to the start of each DVD download. Each has where and when it was downloaded, and a transaction ID, so if copies appear at a car boot fair or file-sharing network, they’re traceable back to source. That’s a lot more secure than a DVD you can buy in a shop. Every user has to have a verified email address and an adult-verified mobile phone number, so there’s two ways of tracking anyone down- A very effective deterrent to pirates!”
Strictly Broadband supreme Jerry Barnett was, like many, nursing a sore head when I met him at the bar. “I’ve been coming to AOE for something like 10 years. This could be my fifteenth? They have their up and down years and it’s never been a big show, but it’s always a good networking hub, with the expo secondary to the meetings- and the parties. I was talking in a conference about our one product -the 7-day streaming movie rental- but we’re about to launch a further option which might be called Stream-4-Life or Watch-4-Ever, or something. The idea of that is for double the cost of a one week rental they can have a non-expiring rental, allowing them to build an online collection at Strictly Broadband rather than downloading anything. So they can watch their movies when they want, whenever they want, without limits. It’s a new departure for us, aiming at the people who like to own a movie. They can build a virtual collection in the same way as they’d build a physical collection.”
Speaking about recent addition to the Strictly Broadband stable, StrictlyGayMovies.com, Barnett said, “It’s starting to take off nicely now. We’ve got a good relationship with the Millivers Prowler Group, which is really pushing it along, and StrictlyNews.com has taken off as well. We’re looking for more interesting viral-type content for that and it’s becoming a commercial site in its own right as we’re putting banner advertising on it and hopefully start making some money from it.”
An event highlight for me was a Private-organised canal cruise, which is a great way to see the city. Private’s Chief Operating Officer Peter Cohen chatted to me about their strategy for developing new technology channels, and I was sure not to let the two adult stars (Claudia Rossi and Pam Terra) we had onboard distract me too much. People who’d met at the party the night before renewed their hazy acquaintance over cheesy nibbles. In essence, this was AOE in mobile miniature; a relaxed atmosphere to talk business (or anything but business) while some very pretty distractions passed by. Wonderful architecture! At one point a kid on the bank threw a water-filled balloon, but I don’t think I saw a parallel to that at the expo and the analogy falls apart. Sorry.
