UFO

digital cinema

Publication: Mint

Date: 04/07/2017

The cushy multiplex experience may be what most of us associate film viewin

and the big screen, India’s metropolitan citiesas well as its small towns and vill es retain their passion for movies in unique and striking ways.

inathree-part series, Mint looks at the film-viewing experience in India 20 years after the country's multiplex revolution.

with today. But away from the carpeted floors, instant online booking

Why rural India does not

miss big screens

Mobile movie theatres, smartphonesand free-to-air channels offer people in villages cheaper and easier access to entertainment ..
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atish Kesari is having a lazy
afternoon. At around 42°Cat
2pmonascorching Tuesday,
there are few customers at
Kishan Readymade, his gar-
mentsshopin Benipur,atinyvillageabout
40km from Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh
(UP). But even on this sweltering after-
noon, someexcitementispalpableinthe
village. Parked next to a cowshed, just
metres from Kesari'sstore, isaconspicu-
ousvan emblazoned with colourful post-
ers advertising Sunfeast Bounce cream
biscuits. If the doors of container on the
vanis flipped open, it becomes a projec-
tion screen on which all of Benipur
watchesamovie every fortnight.

The movie will begin in a few hours.
About 600-700 people are expected to
showupfor thescreening, Peoplewill try
towrapupworkand eat dinnerearly tobe
abletomakeittothe7.30pmshow. Some
will watch it sitting on their bikes and
bicycles, others from faraway terraces.
Kesari is among the half-a-dozen lucky
storeownersonthemainroad whodon't
evenhavetostepouttocatchagoodview
ofthescreen.

Caravan Talkies, a travel and touring
vehicle that screens sundown movies in
India’s remotest villages, will make sure
that Benipurvillage has thetime of ts fort-
night thisevening, Caravanisabusiness
initiative by cinemadistribution network
UFOMoviezIndia Ltd. Initsown words,
it's “an open movie-viewing experience
for India’s rural population situated in
media-darkareas”.
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withasubstantial annual loss of revenue
tothetuneofaround Rsl8,000 croreand
alossof60,000jobs everyyear. Therea-
sonis that when the industry makes lesser
money, itemploysfewer people. Onsetor
asemployeesin theatres.

The easy availability of sophisticated
smartphones and camcorders ensures
that virtuallyevery newmovieisrecorded
duringthe courseoftheatreviewingand
then published on rogue websites. Such
websitesand their operationsare believed
tobe closelylinked to the spread of mal-
wareand cyber-crime. They make money
from advertisements and subscriptions
and exposeusersto high-riskadvertising.

To be sure, mobile penetration has
brought about the single biggest change
inpeople'slivesand entertainmenthabits
inthelast10 years.

The reduction in smartphone prices
from unaffordable Rs40,000-50,000to
arange of Rs3,000-4,000 has ensured
democratic seepage. That, coupled with
better bandwidth and cheaper data
offered by multiple players, has contrib-
uted toarisein overall video consumption
inrural areas.

On 2 March 2017, Mint reported that
according to the findingsof the Internet
andMobile Association of Indiaand mar-
ketresearch firm IMRB International, 77%
ofurbanusersand 92%of ural users con-
sider mobile the primary device for
accessing the Internet, largely driven by
availability and affordability of smart-
phones.

InurbanIndia, internet userbbase grew
by 7%to 263 million in the year-on-year
period ended October 2016 and is
expected tobe 275-285 million by June:
2017 Forthesame annual period, internet
user base in rural India grew 22% to 157
million and is forecast to reach 170-180
millionby June 2017.

Online Link - http://www.livemint.com/Consumer/nOK146DmzYkbXVE8ShuxeN/Why-
rural-India-does-not-miss-big-screens.html

Video Link - https://youtu.be/7EmRW94Tzs8
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“The society here is not developed
enoughtokeepvisitingtheatres. Theclos-
est anyway would be in Varanasi,

' 35-40km away,” said Amresh Singh,

' UFO'slocal vendorin chargeof Benipur,
amongother areasin UPand Bihar.

“Incities, people know of good life as
onewhere theday endshyunwindingin
air-conditioned roomswith 55-inchtele-
visionsets. Here evenifpeopleownaset,
theyarebarely2]-22-inches. Only15-20%
of the population has services like Tata
Sky. This (van) withitssoundand picture
quality, gives thefeeling ofa theatre.”

+ SinghhasheenbringingthevantoBen-
ipur every second Tuesday for the past
9-10 months. Theentire dayisspentpro-
moting the evening show, whichis free.
Evenonthisday, arecordedvoicecanbe
heard onamegaphoneasthevancircles
around the village at least 35-40 times,

* startingasearlyasl0am.

Thefilmforthedayis Ajay Devgn's 2011
hit Singham, a Bollywood entertainer

' aboutapoliceofficerwho'smightier than
the system he works in. Some previous
offeringshavebeensimilarin theme, Oth-
ershavebeenslapstick comediessuchas
Double Dhamaal and actioners such as
Akshay Kumar's Boss.

Arecentrecord-hreakerwasthe cross-
border love story Henna starring Rishi
Kapoorand Pakistani actor Zeba Bakhti-

yar.
“Bossmaynot have worked elsewhere
but you can't imagine the hysteria here.
AkshayKumar, Suniel Shetty, Govinda—
all these people are worshipped here,”
saidSingh, who'salsotaken thevantopla-
cessuchas Aarah, Rohtas, Bhagalpurand
Bhojpur. “In fact, screen any film any-
whereinthisareaand youwillnot getless
than 300-350 people asaudience.”

TVINVASION
It'seasytosee why Caravan Talkiesisahit
in Benipur, The nearest cinema hall in
Rajatalab, whichis 10km away from the
village, shutdownrecently. Thenextone
isinKachhwain Mirzapur district, which
islokmaway. And Varanasiis 4Okmafar.

“We're very happy the day the van
comes;everybody reallylooksforwardto
it,"said Anjani Devi, who runsapaanshop
next to Kesari's store and can watch the
filmsfrom herworkspot. “Moviesprovide
information, they're good timepass and
whensomanypeoplegather,itfeelsnice.
I'veneverbeentoa theatre here. Where
would we have oneanyway?"

One reason she’s not craving a movie
theatre is the easy access to television
entertainmentavailable through the DTH
(direct-to-home) box that provides her
nearly 50 channels at home. With a Chi-
nese TV set available for anything
between Rs2,000-2,500andaDTH box
foranotherRs500-600, thereislittle tha
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villages suchas Benipur technically miss
outonintermsofentertainment.

The introduction, particularly of DD
Free Dish, a free-to- air digital direct-
broadcast satellite television service
ownedand operatedby the publicservice
broadcaster Prasar Bharati (Doordarshan)
in2004; hastransformed the rural enter-
tainment market withitscurrent bouquet
0f80FTA (free-to-air) channels. Accord-
ingtothe Mediaand Entertainment Fndhus-
tryReport 2017publishedby the Federa-
tion of Indian Chambers of Commerce
andIndustry(FICCD and KPMGinIndia,
theservicereaches 22 million activecon-
sumersby the end of 2016,

“Having visited hundreds and thou-
sandsofvillagesacross India, Iseethat TV
is seen as an aspirational asset,” said
OsamaManzar, founder-directorofnon-
profitorganization Digital Empowerment
Foundation (DEF).

“Peoplewhohaveit feel proud of it. In
factifyougo tosomeone’shomeinavil-
lageand theyhavea TV, theywill switchit
onimmediately, not realizingit'sactually
going to disturb our conversation. They
havetoshow that theyhaveitandit works,
especially i it's a colour TV. Secondly,
thereisnodoubtitworksasanaltemative
to the radio. So many people who have
their workstation at home, like weavers,
craftsmenorbeedi-makers,actually have
the TV switched on (while theywork) and
it's running like an oral entertainment
thing."

Thereareother socialimplicationstoo,  °
“Thereachoftelevision hasgenerated |

information and aspiration,” said Ashish
Bhasin, chairman and chief executive of
media and advertising group Dentsu
AegisNetwork South Asia,

“Today,ayouth, whetherheisinasmall

villagein Uttar Pradesh oralargetownin
Maharashtra, hassimilar, ifnot same aspi-

rations because they all see and have
exposuretothesamekindoflifestyleand

opportunities. There is a bit of an issue
there though. Whileononehand, weare
showing this lifestyle and generating
theseaspirations whichisgoodbecauseit
gets people to be ambitious, are there
enoughjobsand remuneration opportu-
nitiesavailable?"
Tobesure,theadventof television has

curtainbrought tolifebyaprojectorinthe
middleofan8-10 hectarefield.
“It'snotthesameanymore. Thebazaar
culture has diedand alcoholismand row-
dyismhavetaken over,” said RameshSen,
jointsecretaryat Sankalp Sansthan, which
worksin collaborationwith DEF's Com-
munity Information Resource Centre
(CIRC). “But besides the fair, we've had
days of paying Rs5-10 for theatre view-

ng.
WhatSenisactuallyreferringtoarethe
makeshift video parlours wealthy mem-
bersofthevillage had setup whentelevi-
sionfirst camein. Today, most ofthe 350
families in Mamoni have their own sets
(andaccordthemtoppriority fordowryas
well equipped withservicessuchas Tata
Skyand Airtel Digital TV that came in
aboutfiveyearsagoandareavailablefora
maximumofRs250 permonth. But there
wasatimeinthelate1980s whenanybody
withtherequisitespace,aTV setand elec-
tricitysupply could chargeimpoverished
villagersforacommunity viewingof Ram-
anand Sagar'siconic Ramayan TV series
oraHindifilmonapirated video cassette.

MOBILE ENTERTAINMENT
ECONOMY
Whileinternet schemes by telcoslike Air-
tel, Vodafoneand mostrecently, Reliance
Jiohavemadeinroadsinthesevillagesat

overtumned many traditional structures

overtime,

In Mamoni, a village in the Baran dis- e

trict of Rajasthan, for years, people had
thronged theannual Sitabarifair, thebig-

gesteventorganizedfor theSahariyatribe ;

oftheregion.

ForRsl0-25, oldermembersofthevil-

lage have memories of watching block-
busters such as Sholay and Mera Gaon
Mera Deshon the quintessential }'_hils

Residents of Benipur, Uttar
Pradesh, watch a movie on the
screen of o Caravan Talkies
mobile theatre. Caravanisa
business initiative by cinema
distribution network UFO Moviez
India Ltd, (Below)A daily wager
and his family sort beedi leaves
athomein Baran, Rajasthan,
while the TV plays in the
background.

reasonable rates, the more pronounced
impactis of mobile repairand stationery
shopsthat double up to transfer as many
as15-20 films for Rs5-10 to a customer's
phonememory card. While Mamoni resi-
dentshavetotravel to placessuchias Sam-
raniyaand Deoria, about 15-20kmaway,
Asthuain Bihar's Darbhanga district has
asmanyas0shopswithin the village.
“This business is working out well for
us," said Indrajit Kumar, the owner of a
store called Indrajit Mobile Repair Shop
whousesaRs309 Airtel plantodownload

filmsfrom YouTubeand transferapack of

four movies for Rs10 to his customers
phonememory cards, Thereticent entre-
preneurisreluctanttogive outany other
detailsofthebusinessorthekind of films
peopledemand butadmitsthereis “some
south Indian film” a lot of people have
been askingabout lately.

“Peopledon'thaveachoiceiftheywant
towatchnew films. Butit'snot like we're
theonlyonesrunning this business here
either, right?” healmost smirks.

Hemay not have consciously meant it
butKumar pointstothe larger phenome-
nonofdigital piracy that hasensured that
thecopyofanewfilmbecomesavailable
onlineonthedayofitstheatrical release.

Accordingtothe FICCI-KPMGRepor,
piracy continues to be one of the major
issuesaffecting the Indian film industry
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BYPASSING TV, COMPUTERS
“I'see a replacement of television with
increasingmobile penetration, especially
amongtheyouthandboys,”Manzarsaid.
“You will no more see people looking to
buyaTViftheydon'thaveone. WithaTV,
youhavetopayfor your cable otherwise
optionsarevery limited and youcan'tdo
anything but watchit. With the mobile,
you can do so many different things. [
thinkthereisbuying capacity among peo-
plewhoareworkingand theyareanyway
awaysmovingaroundsothey can'tusea
TVasmuchasamobile.”

Theappeal ofamobile phoneliesinthe
freedomofindividualityit providesrather
than adopting a community-driven
approach like the TV, something that
worksfor theyouth, Manzar said. Interest-
ingly, a lot of households in rural India
have completely bypassed the television
and computer phaseand gonedirectlyto
mobiles, headded.

“You can't watch a lot of stuff on TV,
evenaregulardancing film may seem vul-
gartosome parents,plusthereistheinter-
ference ofadvertisements. 'mprettysure
TV will be replaced by mobile in rural
Indiainlessthanfiveyears,” Manzar said.

Tobesure, thereliance onmobileand
television asentertainment platformsalso
hastodowith basicindifference towards
the big-screen experience and what it
offersin rural India.

“They peoplein rural areas)don't know
of theatres, they don't even aspire for
them,” Manzar said.

“If you give them a municipality plan,
theywould opt foracommunity hall ora
library, but nevera theatre because they
have entertainment literally in their
hands. And the purpose of a theatreis to
bring people together to do something,
that they candoforanything.”

Its also fundamentally unaffordable.
Kashinath, aformer sarpanch of Mamoni,
saysquiteunhesitatinglythataRsl50bus
commute to theatres in nearby Kota or
BaranandaRs20-25 ticketarenot worth
it.“Wedon'twishforthebigscreen, what
willwedowithitwhenit'sall availableat
home?” he asks,

Youngermovie buffs, meanwhile,can
see and recognize the difference but
barely find any incentive.

“Theonline versionsareall half-baked,
dubbedandabruptly cut. For sure, theatre
isadifferent feelingand experience," said
Benipur’s Satish Kesari, who watched
Baahubali 2: The Conclusion in Varanasi
onaRs250 ticket.

“Impersonally fond of Bollywood, but
there is often no story in the film. Bas
gaana dikha rahe hain (they only have
songs).Only whenitcomestoamovielike
Baahubalithat youfeelsafal hogayapaisa
(themoney spent hasbeen worth it)!
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