The second of this year’s Adult Online Europe expos was held in a surprisingly mild Budapest from the 9th to the 10th of November. Featuring alongside the World Telemedia show, it’s regarded as the European event for adult coms business and since he did such a sterling (or Hungarian Forint) job reporting on the spring one in Berlin earlier this year, we packed Paul Smith off to Eastern Europe to do it again.
In the Pest (east) side of Budapest, about a mile from the Danube and conveniently placed between metro stations on two different lines, the Corinthia Grand Hotel Royal made an easy-to-reach venue for the AOExpo and World Telemedia events; a tram linking the two underground stations passes right by the door too. It’s a beautiful old building, where a tall marble lobby became two staircases, elegantly propelling visitors up to the registration area between the two shows. 
AOE’s 9am start on Thursday didn’t suit my travel arrangements, but according to the show guide I was give on my arrival around 11, I’d only missed the introduction and overview talk in the conference room so it wasn’t a disaster. I would have been there sooner, except for a hellish Easyjet flight. There’s no need for a Green Tax on flying, just make the security measures more and more invasive and Draconian until nobody wants to fly any more. Simple. This was my fifth international trip for ETO in 2006, so I think it’s fair to say I’m doing my bit for global warming…
Compared to the AOE event I visited in Berlin in April, there seemed fewer exhibitors but more visitors, so I guess these things balance each other out. On investigation, many attendees had preferred to be a sponsor rather than take a stand as this gives them the freedom to network, while still getting their advertising material and message across. Certainly the large lounge area rarely had more than an empty arm chair or two, and it was very busy for the AOE Parade of Angels; a beauty contest adding some glamour twice daily.
As well as the familiar faces of Princess Production’s Andreas Adami (who, post World Cup, has branched out from Sexy Football Girls into Sexy Xmas Girls) and Password By Phone’s Marc Jarrett, there were several new exhibitors at the show. David Pope and Ben Holt of 192.com Business Services were an unexpected addition, but they were talking about age and identity verification to avoid charge-backs rather than what 192.com’s perhaps better known for in the UK. 192.com Business Services have worked in the finance market with the likes of Axa and Prudential, along with other major insurers and lenders, on various antifraud measures. From there they moved into the retail market, which is all about Card-Not-Present fraud. From there to online and mobile gaming, where it’s about social responsibility and age verification, which has lead smoothly to the door of adult as the next logical step. AOE Budapest was the first show of its type the two guys had been to, and it’s fair to say they’d had some interesting and educational conversations based on the specific demands of the adult industry. David told me that the previous week he’d been at the Insurance Fraud Expo, and he was sure which one he was enjoying the most. Ben told me that they’d been pleased to discover the adult industry generally takes age verification (or just AV, as it was called here) very seriously, especially regulatory issues in the mobile market, where operators have clear guidelines to follow. 192.com had been told by operators they’d spoken to at shows over the previous few day that the UK police have been more actively looking into the problem of underage access.  
SexMoney.com’s stand stood forlornly empty, but the firm still had a big profile at the show thanks to their logo seemingly being on every flat surface that could be printed on. Next door, Intermax Group was pushing a product called 6-chats-money.com hard. Unless I read their posters wrong, or my browser’s playing up, there’s nothing there yet though. I can’t access www.Intermax-group.com at the moment either, so at the time of writing it’s possible the Internet is out of order.
Across the room, neatly sandwiched between Princess Productions and Password By Phone, I met Guenther Meessen, Senior Key Account Manager Europe for Swiss-based Click&Buy. They offer very extensive global online payment solutions, with additional country-specific methods, such as Electron and Switch in the UK. All-in-all they use over forty billing methods and offer at least four to every territory they cover. Since more choice of ways to pay means better conversion of site visitors into premium service users, they’re well placed to make the most of any customer opportunity. Guenther amazed me with his knowledge of the British punk and post-punk music scene. We also shared a view on globalisation -or rather Americanization- but that’s a whole other kettle of fish. Clickandbuy.com IS working. Hooray, the Internet is fixed!
The Clippz stand was empty too, sadly because CEO Philip John had suffered a bereavement, but it was surrounded by the busy Needlive and Glamourgirls stands. Photographer and owner of Czech-located Glamourgirls(.com - ‘best girls on the net’) Michael Ancher spoke to me about his business and the event, “The show’s been good for me, very good. I’ve sold a lot, got some new clients for videos for mobiles. It’s the first time I’ve taken a stand at AOE; I usually just come to walk around. But it’s been worth exhibiting here. I’ve met something like 150 new potential clients, so not so bad! Basically I’m a glamour photographer who’s been in the business many years. In your country I’ve worked with Penthouse UK and Mayfair for 27 years, and am still providing photo sets for them regularly. I started Glamourgirls four years ago because I had all this content and people were asking if they could use it on their web sites and so I thought why not make a content shop? It’s been pretty good – we’re doing very well.”  
Slipping out of the business buzz of the main room, I particularly enjoyed the more relaxed conference side of the expo this time. It covered diverse subjects from international legal and regulatory issues to age verification and content access control, via adult mobile TV and video services (a personal favourite) and premium content billing and protection. While waiting for one to start I struck up a conversation with Pat Breen from the Irish regulator of premium rate telecommunications, REGTEL. There are some significant differences to rules on advertising and content in the republic, but there are plans afoot to launch easy-to-identify short-codes starting in 59 for adult services – perhaps with 58 too, for softer content. He also told me that Stringfellows lap dancing club in Dublin didn’t lasted long, but I didn’t ask how he knew.
Over the course of the day I heard about a cunning method of downloading full length movies, pre-compressed for mobile use, via the ‘traditional’ Internet and then Bluetoothing them to your phone to avoid pricey or file-size-limited mobile downloads. I also heard 3G UK say 11pm to 6am is ok for hardcore, but their policy is only to allow softcore or glamour content across their network from 6am ‘til 11pm. Educational.
Scheduled to speak on the second day, Mark Watts of Activefone was in bombastic mood and was clearly delighted with how Momo, their xxx user-generated video clips wap’n’web platform, was going. “It’s the first hardcore user-generated site in Europe, which is really exciting”, he enthused. He exclusively revealed to ETO that Relish has signed up to use the service to distribute their amateur content from RelishFilms.com, and they have even started filming new material for Momo. Keeping things looking spontaneous, they took some open minded girls out across London in black cabs, and a certain amount of boob flashing and serious misbehaviour followed, including some juicy antics just feet from unsuspecting Oxford Street shoppers. 

“We’re also announcing our agreement with Candywall -which is AdultPhoneChat.co.uk, 30,000 unique callers per day- and we’re just launching off their site as well, for mobile and web UGC on the Momo platform, which is cool. There’s also a lot of interest from some big names I know you know, but I can’t talk about it. Have you stopped that recorder? Ok, it’s P-“ 
The Friday was peppered with post-party facial expressions, and Steve Flaherty of Respond Mobile had a particularly fine look of a man regretting that last drink, and that he had to get out of bed too few hours later. Still, through the haze of the previous night’s mBlox party, and Nexus-sponsored drinks at a basement place called Cactus Juice, he was happy(ish) to answer my questions. They’d had a stand in Berlin, but not here, so I asked why? “No particular reason why we didn’t take a stand this time. I spoke at the conference here yesterday about mobile TV. We’re launching an adult M-TV proposition shortly. There’s a trade demo up at Rhythm.tv (exotic dancing channel) and the technology’s all in place. You can log into that site, download the TV-application to your phone and stream some show reels. It’s for mobile operators, as that’s who we’re selling to. There are two big named, global channels we’ve signed up but I can’t make those announcements yet, unfortunately. ETO’ll get the press release as soon as I can go public with it. I can confirm we’ve some channels from Total Media; TripleX TV and 100% Babes and we’ve two made for mobile channels too, which are Candy Lounge and Rhythm TV itself. This is all on portal to avoid ‘bill shock’, 2.5g and 3G streaming. When 25fps 3G reception isn’t available, the handset automatically switches to an 8fps 2.5g stream, giving the viewer as seamless an experience as possible. We do have an eye on broadcast TV for mobile too, and when that technology becomes available we’ll be taking a closer look. We’ve a suitable technical platform now, but in essence we’re a content aggregator, doing a lot of post production to make content suitable for mobile. We anticipate eleven mobile channels being available through us by January the 1st. We’re also developing, on our WAP platform, a social and community network which is going to be launched on the first instance with Boyz Magazine. So that’s gay user-generated content- a sort of gay YouTube on your mobile. That’s coming out (great choice of phrase) at the end of November and we have high hopes for it. We think it’s going to be a fun WAP site for the gay market.”
Friday saw more talks and discussions in the conference room, with Jerry Barnett speaking about Strictly Broadband’s take on opportunities and threats in the VoD and IPTV arenas. He was joined by Dave Knell, CEO of Coulomb, who was very entertaining while talking about the future of those markets, and Emilio Márquez of Marqueze Telecom SA, a major player in the Spanish speaking adult world. Barnett referred to a new streaming IPTV offering soon to be showcased through Strictly Broadband (joining new ‘Strictly Gay Movies’ film and forthcoming ‘Strictly Broadsheet’ adult news and gossip for consumers services) as a linear ‘dip in and view’ offering, possibly free to access if the right advertising package is in place. Like Strictly Broadband, white label/affiliate versions will be available for adult businesses to promote with their own branding.
Knell spoke of the passive appeal of IPTV, where you just view what’s available rather than make a choice, as you need to with VoD. One advantage is you may well see something which you enjoy that you might not have thought to actively seek out on a traditional video streaming or download site. He equated it to how TV and film rental works in most of the world, where it’s free to watch a telly but if you want something specific, you need to go to Blockbusters and pay for the privilege of choice. He explained how porn works best in 6 minute chunks (which made me think about what Hitchcock said about the length of films and the endurance of the human bladder) and how a ‘free to air’ half-mega-bit service costs as little as 1p per viewer per hour to provide, which means their experimental XXXIP.TV (or 3XIP.TV) R18-rated channels only need a few clicks on a few links to make them pay. That is providing no one remotely links to the video, as this means Coulomb would be providing other peoples’ sites with free content, at their own expense. Some hotlink protection in the stream means this rather undesirable hole has been well and truly plugged. I have to report I couldn’t get either site to play for me, but perhaps you’ll have more luck.
Márquez, in his first stab at public speaking in English, did very well - I was still glad of his clearly labelled Powerpoint presentation though. He outlined how his online adult offerings made it well into the Top 100 Spanish-speaking sites (not just adult, the whole Spanish language ‘end’ of the Internet) and how the language barrier was both a blessing -giving him something of a closed marked to work with- and a curse, limiting expansion to the Spanish-speaking population of the USA, Spain itself and Latin America.
As things began to wind down in the main room, Miss AOE Parade of Angels was won by a stunning Miss Private in front of a capacity audience, in what must have been a close-run contest. Adult Webmaster Empire’s big curved free-standing display unit started to be unpeeled while sponsor-sponsored drinks were trayed to all corners of the show, to the delight of attendees. 
A parallel, complimentary show to AOE also ran at the Grand Hotel Royal and in the two World Telemedia rooms I particularly liked the CM Technology/Club Message stand’s use of a video projector. It was on top of the stand, shooting a bat-signal-esque bright circle onto the floor with the firm’s logo and an animated arrow pointing to the stand. Hard to ignore and walk past. Elsewhere in WTM I made use of the Internet café being run by Wapple.net to check my mail. CTO Rich Holdsworth chatted to me about their simple but effective WAP site creation product, which guides users through a step-by-step process and pops out a fully-formed mobile-Internet site at the end of it. 

Pamir Gelenbe, VP of Sales and Strategy for mobile marketing firm Flytxt(.com) talked me through their ‘Neon’ services and fed me M&Ms. Not literally. It lets marketers run mobile direct push marketing, mobile response marketing, mobile interactivity and mobile customer services, all from an easy-to-use interface which boasts simple system integration. 
The patented ‘ETO Freebie of the Show’ award goes to VeriSign(.com), whose laptop-friendly tiny optical mouse on a retracting USB lead will be treasured. If you’re curious, VeriSign do a whole host of mobile services and I urge you to visit their web site to discover more about them.
Before the close of play at 6pm I met AOE organiser John Green in the bar area and asked how he felt the show had gone. “Bloody wonderful!”, he replied. When pushed he was prepared to expand on this sweeping comment. “The free bronze tickets worked well. The fact is there’s a lot of convergence right now, with a lot of guys doing a lot of business on media, mobile, IPTV and it’s all beginning to come together. There’s still a long way to go but I’m sure it’s the way forward for the adult coms industry – exciting times ahead. AOE moves with the market so we’re looking forward to our next show now, building on the success of this one, Berlin, Amsterdam, Lisbon and Prague. We try to travel around a little to make us a bit of a roadshow. The conversations I’ve had here suggest people are really into AOE and we’re really excited about the next one. We always react to what our sponsors, visitors and exhibitors tell us, which is why some changes had been made to the format compared to Berlin. We’ve tried to change the show’s layout, the sponsorship deals- It’s evolving to include more networking… The show’s been around for fifteen years in one guise or another and the reason is we respond to market demands. Looking forward, convergence is the key issue (he was repeating himself now, but we were stood at the bar and he’d had a few very busy days) for finding solid revenues in adult, without it being a ‘latest fad’ thing at all. With IPTV on the horizon, now is the time for anyone with adult content to act. It’s so exciting, and we try to reflect that in the conference with people who represent the emergence of new technologies as far as possible. But also people who’ve a slightly different slant on things, perhaps because they’re currently outside the adult space, but still have a lot to offer it. AOE remains the place to showcase new ideas, and with the support of Commerce Gate, Hot Movies, InterClimax, Net Pond and our other sponsors, which we’re really grateful for, that’s going to continue. Ultimately the show’s about building brands and networking; people talking with each other and that’s where its strength lies.”
The following day, Saturday the 11th, the AOE Webmasters networking event that’s run separately from the expo took place in the city from 3pm. I was only able to say a quick hello and goodbye as I had a flight to catch, but the programme of sightseeing, bar visits, clubbing and strippers certainly sounded like there were some lucky webmasters in Budapest – a city with a colourful history and some fascinating areas. 
The next AOExpo and World Telemedia shows will be held in Amsterdam (something of a spiritual home for the events) in the spring, and ETO will publish full details of where and when as soon as they’ve been confirmed. 
