PAUL’S PIECE
Bluer-ray?
Paul Smith investigates how the UK’s adult industry is responding to new technology.
Barely a month in the last six has passed without me reporting through ETO’s Tech News pages on a US studio releasing HD -High Definition- films. Initially this was HD-DVD as well as Blu-ray, but as the latter of these two competing formats won the battle to become the accepted next-generation optical storage disc, it’s been Blu-ray announcements that have been made since the spring. But only by American producers. Curious as to what the European and UK adult industry feel about HD porn, I asked the question of a cross-section of leading studios, distributors and retailers. Their responses make for interesting reading.
But first a brief recap of my March ‘07 ETO article, where I explained what HD was all about. Ignoring the now redundant (think Betamax) HD-DVD format, I talked about how Blu-ray was basically super DVD, in the same way DVDs are super CDs. Looking very similar, and using the same laser-light-reading-pits technology, the only significant differences are data capacity -how much video you can get on the disc- and data transfer speeds -how fast you can get that video off the disc; if it takes over a second to get a second’s worth of video onto the screen, it’s going to keep pausing; no good for movies! Blu-ray can hold 25Gb, or 50Gb in dual-layer guise, or roughly five times as much data as a DVD. Which is great- you could put 10 hours or more DVD quality video on one disc- indeed, expect to see this happen with older material not shot in HD when it gets onto the format. Just as importantly, Blu-ray can sustain a 40 Megabit per second video stream, compared to DVD’s lowly 10 Megabits per second. 10Mbps is fine for 576x720 resolution (DVD quality) video but with four times as much ‘bandwidth’, you can show a four times sharper picture. And thus 1080x1920 has become the HD widescreen resolution of choice for Hollywood and beyond. You’ll have noticed mainstream Blu-ray movies appearing in supermarkets and High Street shops, in great part fuelled by Sony Playstation3 sales as this games machine has a Blu-ray player built in. It was announced in February this year that over a million had been sold in the UK in less than a year, and by May there were over 5 million in homes across Europe. 

Starting across Europe, Viv Thomas’ production business is now based in Portugal. He told ETO, “We have had several discussions about this very subject and we have decided to stay away from Blu-ray. There are a number of issues that have prompted this decision.

 
“Firstly the initial cost of the equipment to enable us to process in Blu-ray, it would be like starting all over again. As it is we have somewhere in the region of a million Euros invested in equipment and another major outlay in today's extremely difficult climate could just be suicide.

 
“Then there's the declining DVD market. Whilst some predict total doom and gloom for the DVD market, I'm not so convinced. The market is definitely shrinking at an alarming rate, but like magazine sales, I think it will level out. In some ways this may assist us, as I believe it will clear out all the crap that's out there, at least most of it, and that there will still be a place for producers of good quality product and content, at a competitive price.

 
“Another factor to consider is the limited number of people who have access to Blu-ray players. A million machines in the UK is not that exciting when you take the ratio of Porn Clients, the numbers now become insignificant”.

Clearly sceptical of the format’s appeal to either Adult producers or Adult consumers, Viv continued, “The final factor that we took into account was the cost of the end product. As it is, we have an ongoing battle with Distributors and sales outlets on price. As the market shrinks, the sex shops become more and more price conscious. The major sex shop chains are forming a cartel and wiping out the small producers, unless you have a quality line or something totally different to offer, you're history. From the stats that we have available to us, our line is consistently a top seller in the UK, but every month is an uphill struggle with DVD sales.

“We have been working in the HD format for quite a while now, but we have found that the demand for HD has not achieved expectations.

 
“Our duplicators are geared up to duplicate in HD but there would be an added cost, which the wholesaler/distributor is just not prepared to accept. I also doubt that the majority of the end users would be happy to pay an extra fee for HD. We would also have to Glass Master in both formats, which is an expense that would not be warranted, considering the possible HD sales at this time.”
 

Yet Thomas isn’t afraid of change, or of adapting his business to match the needs of the industry, as he went on to explain. “To keep pace with the declining DVD market and ensure we're still competitive, we have had to dramatically cut our retail prices in our Online Shop and for our mail order business. To suddenly hike the prices for HD does not make sense at the moment.

“Having been very aware of the rapid and sometimes alarming rate of progress in technology, we are constantly reviewing our place in the market and the various platforms available to us. Our Online Shop is showing a constant growth in Downloads and VOD, I think we have also been very fortunate in that we are experiencing a small increase in our DVD sales.

 
“Because we have what I consider to be a quality product, our titles seem to be in demand with operators looking for high end content. At HotMovies.com we have seen some rewarding success with our titles repeatedly being top of their charts.”
 

Wrapping up his thoughts on the format, Viv finished, “In short we will not be going into Blu-ray and or HD in the DVD market, certainly not for now. However we are gearing up to offer HD titles from our Online Shop/Library; heavens knows how this will do as the end user does have to have a good high speed internet connection. We are very optimistic about the future, but at the same time we're well aware that there's are going to be a lot of soul searching and heartache ahead.”
Another industry veteran to air his views on Blu-ray was Scala UK’s MD Clive Gore, from the distributor’s point of view rather than the producer’s. “I have not yet had any requests in the UK for any of our labels to be available on Blu-ray. However our company in Sweden has just started stocking a range. I am sure this is the future but the very high cost -over 6 times the production cost of DVD at the moment- is definitely holding it up.

 
“The feedback we have from the US is that the HD picture quality is so good that it is showing up the skin and blemishes on the artistes which is not very appealing to either the customers or indeed the artistes themselves. I also believe a large proportion of PlayStation users are not in our target group.”
Clive makes a good point. Although primarily marketed to young adults (at £290 for the most basic 40Gb version they’re not kid’s toys) many PS3s are owned by under 18s. However, dedicated Blu-ray players are beginning to become available; Dixons.co.uk has models from £166- Less than the first DVD players were in 2000. By 2002 they were around the £80 mark. You can expect Blu-ray to follow a similar price arc.
 

Gore continued, “With the high initial costs I think it will be some time before we see any significant UK take up. We have produced some HD-DVDs on conventional format under the Elegance label which have sold well but of course you do not get the full effect of these unless played on an HD-DVD player to an HD-TV.

 
“We will follow closely what happens with our sister company in Sweden and as soon as it shows promise there, we will follow through in the UK. As regards to VOD, I think take-up will not accelerate until you can download to conventional TV via say a Sky+ box instead of to a PC.”
The appeal of VOD is limited at the moment, but as Clive says, when set-top-boxes let you enjoy porn on the sofa that might change. His mention of Sweden reminded me of Private Media Group, who were based there before moving to Barcelona. Their VP of Production Javier Sanchez fired off an email in response to my inquires: “Private is always fast to respond to technological evolution and to offer its content on all popular formats and platforms, and will be releasing its first blockbuster movie on Blu-ray this autumn which we believe would make us the first European Adult studio to do so. (This last point cannot yet be confirmed).

“Blu-ray is going to be hugely successful although its rate of proliferation will differ by territory. In the USA for example, where the TV is broadcast in NTSC which has inferior quality to the European PAL system, Blu-ray has taken off much faster because it offers viewers HD quality. It has been very easy to find Blu-ray replicators and we are dealing with two factories in Canada and Taiwan.”

Sanchez highlights one reason why Europe and Japan might not welcome HD as warmly as the USA has; we simply have sharper TVs and DVD to start with, making the leap to HD rather less impressive than it might be the other side of the Atlantic. Or Pacific in Japan’s case. 
Sending me a PDF of Hustler’s Blu-ray offerings, Helen Clyne, MD of Hustler Europe told me, “As you can see, Hustler is very active [in the HD market] worldwide, except the UK. Hustler Europe questioned visitors to our booth at July’s ETO Show about Blu-ray. No particular interest was shown.
“Hustler Europe does not produce Blu-ray films in Europe; we dip into our USA stock. As our number of titles started to increase we noticed that on our retail customer side there is a lack of interest, similar to 1999 when DVD first came to market. Yet our Blu-ray Action Pack has been warmly received by many of our European customers. As for R18 Hustler Blu-ray films, we are more than willing to do it but would need the support of the major UK retailers -how many pieces would you like guys?”
So Helen lays down the gauntlet. If retailers want Blu-ray, they need to say so. The question remains if consumers even want HD porn. After all, DVDs still work on Blu-ray players and will be upscaled (interpolated to look sharper) by most, meaning there’s no need to abandon collections or replace DVDs with the next format. As Clive Gore said, performers have already reacted to HD, mostly negatively, and they might have a point. Who wants to ogle shaving rash, and more importantly, who wants consumers ogling their shaving rash?
To back up this view, a recent ABI survey suggests there’s little appetite for HD yet. The US firm published their findings, with only 23% of their 1000 respondents saying they were thinking of buying into Blu-ray in the next 12 months.
ABI’s principle analyst Steve Wilson said, “Consumers were happy to embrace standard DVD when that format arrived because the improvement in quality over VHS videotapes was dramatic. Standard DVD didn't require the purchase of a new TV either. In contrast, while half of the respondents to our survey rated Blu-ray's quality as 'much better' than standard DVD, another 40 per cent termed it only 'somewhat better,' and most are very satisfied with the performance of their current DVD players.”
The report also mentioned the impact Sony’s games machine has had on HD take-up. Wilson concluded, “PS3 console shipments will go a long way to help bring down manufacturing costs and drive down Blu-ray player prices.” 
Back in the UK, Phil Barry of Pumpkin Films shared his views too. “Blu-ray is something we have been looking at for many months. All our content is shot in HD so it would be no major problem for us to replicate it onto Blu-ray. We are considering launching the new Cathy’s Diaries vol.10 as a test-bed for Blu-ray. The only stumbling block is the price, combined with unfair BBFC costs; it makes a Blu-ray release a gamble. With this in mind, I think many companies are waiting for someone else to take the plunge and see if it works. I’m sure that in the near future replication of Blu-ray will come down to a sensible price- that’s when it will come into its own.

 
“Of course Sony [and other manufactures] will want enough discs on the market to warrant people buying their hardware, so it’s only a matter of time to reach sensible pricing. Another consideration is IPTV. With the onset of IPTV using a content delivery network and HD decoders it is possible to have HD IPTV. This I believe will happen in a big way over the next couple of years and as IPTV is internet based, there are no current laws governing the strength of content [except the obscene publications act]. I believe Web-TV channels will overtake Sky and Cable in the future.” 

As Phil brought the BBFC up, I checked: It’s been accepting Blu-ray discs for review since the end of February this year, with review and classification costs the same as DVD. You can also submit material on DVD which will be distributed on Blu-ray. Looking closer at IPTV and other streaming VOD techniques, HD is likely to struggle. With DVD quality video (10Mbps, you may recall) being close to the upper end of broadband speeds in the UK (8meg connections have a theoretical upper limit of 8Mbps- typically they actually operate at half this) pushing data-rates up at least four fold to get an HD-standard picture won’t be easy. Downloading is far more practical as connection performance is less of an issue, but patience and piracy might be. 
Glenn Wilde of ABS Holdings, which also owns the Simply Pleasure.com chain, responded on behalf of both businesses, covering distribution and retail. “We at ABS have not really seen much demand for Blu-ray. As we are also involved in the duplication side of things, the cost of producing Blu-ray is heavily outweighed by the lack of demand. The interesting aspect of the adult DVD market is that high definition picture quality and state of the art sound are not at the top of the customers’ requirements, and as such advancements in technology are not as coveted as they are in other markets. I’m sure we can all understand the appeal of watching Blade Runner: Director’s Special Extended Final Uncut Edition in its full high definition glory, but does Anal Cavity Search Vol.4 benefit from the same treatment? Sometimes less is more! 
“In some areas we are still selling a small but steady stream of video tapes. Of course the times they are a changin’ and we are more than happy to listen to feedback from our customers and, of course want to be at the cutting edge of all the markets we operate in, but until costs come down and demand increases, we will offer our wide range of blue movies without the Blu-ray.”
Jason Maskell, Harmony Films’ sales and marketing manager also has a foot in both camps, as Harmony Films produce and Harmony shops retail. He commented, “Harmony have been shooting in HD for quiet a while now and have recently upgraded the cameras we have been using to the new Sony EX1, with an aim to look at bringing out our titles on Blu-ray in 2009 along side the standard DVD. With VOD there has been talk and enquiries about HD versions launching but I feel these are at an early stage of development.
“Looking at Blu-ray, the biggest problem is the amount of players out there at the moment. With players hopefully coming down in cost, more consumers will be upgrading to Blu-ray and HD TVs over the Christmas period. I feel people will then re-engage with purchasing units in stores and online.
“When we launch the Blu-ray titles, these will run along side the standard DVDs so to offer the consumer a full choice [in Harmony stores]. Pricing is currently being looked in to so nothing has been set as of yet.”
Soho Original Bookshop’s Anthony Al-Ghabban told ETO, “At the moment, the demand is very, very low. As a retailer we really have no plans to stock Blu-ray. Obviously, no one’s really put it out here– I think Queensway had some HD-DVDs, but the demand for that hasn’t been high; obviously it was the wrong platform as it’s been Blu-ray which was won through. But from my experience customers aren’t asking for it and if they are, they aren’t prepared to pay more than a standard DVD for it. So with Blu-ray technology being as expensive as it is I think it’ll be hard to have it in that sort of price bracket for customers. The more people who buy PlayStations [and other players] the more demand for Blu-ray there will be. For our type of product, adult films, I don’t know how important Blu-ray is. Big-budget special-effects movies with surround sound, maybe. At the moment it seems our customers are quite happy with the platform they have. Whether that changes when Blu-ray technology gets cheaper remains to be seen.”
I’ve checked; ETO already has access to a PlayStation3 so if you want your HD movies reviewed, we’re all set to watch them. One factor which I’m surprised none of those who contributed brought up is piracy. Until Blu-ray recorders become more available and affordable (which can only be a matter of time) there will be a short rest-bite in the struggle against pirates- At least the less organised-crime-funded ones who run off a few copies, ‘for their mates’; Chinese criminal gangs won’t be put off quite as long, even with the more advanced anti-piracy features available on Blu-ray discs.

Early days for Blu-ray in the UK then, and this article might have looked very different if it’d been written in a year’s time. The digital changeover, as analogue TV channels are switched off over the next few years, will spur a countrywide upgrade of TV equipment. Lots of screens sold will be flat and HD and once those are in place, new disc players will very quickly follow. Whether the UK adult industry will pursue Blu-ray with great enthusiasm or it arrived too late and VOD will become the true successor to DVD, we’ll have to wait and see.
