sk poNnEscrREwvALAIF e's a Ballywood producer and he
bristles. "T'min the media and entertainment business," says
the S4-year-old, one-time actor. He's now chairman of UTV
Software Communications, a spunky Rs 680 erore outfit that
burst onto the entertainment scene 10 years ago, when closely
held family-run companies dominated the industry,
Screwvala’s journeyfrom being a small-time eable opera-
tor in 1986 to being one of the 25 most powerful people in
Agia(See The Changing Face of Asian Business on page 65)is
marked by frequent attemnpts to shock the industry. His force
in Bollywood is disruptive. He takesall that the industry
holds most dear, whether it’s production, distribution, or

marketing, and turns iton its head, making atidyprofitinthe |

process. Former emplovees recall how he would insist that
‘businessas usual’ was a taboo term; to really be able tomake
amark, he would say, ideas must upset the status quo,

Take his 2011 docudrama No One Killed Jessios (a flm
based on real-life events in 1999, when model Jessica Lall was
shot dead in New Delhi). In a typical Bollvwood production,
sommie 30% of the budget goes towards paying bg stars, aind
the rest is spent on marketing, And because some people are
doing this, everyone follows suit, says Screwvala, Inthe case
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| ofessica, however, there was nothing. “No outdoor ads, no
full-page ads, which was earth-shattering,” he says.

The film broke another unconventional Bollywood rule:
Have a male lead. Instesd, Screwvala roped in two female
stars—Rani Mukherjee and Vidya Balan. The timing ton,
was not typleal; he released the movie in the first week of
Januoary, when few films are launched because evervone’s on
haliday. Despite going against the norm, the movie grossed

| Rs 40 crore worldwide, (Aisha, another female-led movie,
produced by Anil Kapoor & PVR Pictures in 2010, grossed
only B= 19 crore.)

Whether it’s television shows or movies, Screwvala revels
in being different. He consistently picks themes that are off

| thebeaten path, and is notaverse to being controvessial. He
has successfully revisited themes such as adultery (Lifein a
Metra, Meain, Meri Patri...Aur Woh ), terrorism (A Wednes-
day, Kurbaar), and the Indian mediacircus (Peepli Live),
which have gone down well with urban audiences.

Co-producer and Bollywood star Aamir Khan, who has
known Screwvala fora long time, says: “To back o crazy film

| like [the yet=to-be relensed ] Defhi Beliy, vou need a little bit
of madness,”

T0 ENSURE THATTHEMOVIES reach the right audience, Serewvala
has also gone counter to accepted Bollywood wisdom when

| itcomestodistribution. Most producers tie up with inde-

pendent distributors; they pay them a fixed fee to push films

in somme 12,000 theatres across the country, “Revenues were

leaking, thanks to some distributors,” says Vanita Kohli-

| Khandekar, author of The Fndign Media Business, referring
to howthere's no way to verify ticket sales acrnss thousands
of theatres; instead of tickets, movie-goers in some regions
get anindelible ink stamp on their hands. Sanjay Jumani, an
independent overseas movie distributor with Sunstone En-

| tertainment, who distributesto Egypt, Lebanon, Syris, and
Jordan, says the “organised” nature of distribution can hurt
producers and backers when the big houses produce flops,

| Forfull contrel over where his films would be played,
ag well as to track how much each film makes in different
regions, Serewvala set up hisown distribution network and

| ad0-member team. Controlling distribution mukes obvious
sense, but Bollywood hadn't tried it till he came along,

Intense competition, and thousands of copies of movies

being released after a movielaunch, means producers need
torecover dises from the box office within a couple of weeks,

I S0, whatdrmws audiences? Prem Chopra, a vetaran actor
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fumous for playing bad guy, says it ol boils down thie story-
lire. “You have to have that * But Serewnvals complainsthat
there’s a shartage of fresh erature compelling enowgh tobe
turned into content. To ensure that LTTV has e mgh comtent,
Serewvala has hired a team of 40 writers, all warking on
separate storylines. Some make the cut, others are trashod
That’s part of the process, Serewvala says

Not stisfied with that, Zarina Mehta, UTV's foamnder
director, spends time thinking up ideas for TV slows and the
Net. "Hiwedon’t innovete, we're dead ™ she says. Tounder-
stand what sudicnees want, she relies on ethnog v stud-
k= Bhe and her team make home visits, analyse Facehook
accounts, and cellphone and chat activity, of some 200 peaple
inthelr tnrget demographic group. They even chook out their
iPods to get a sense of the flavour of the seazon.

UTV% 450-strang creative team works across media.
This, initself, iz nathing new, Tn 1996, superstar Amitabh
Bachchan had much the same idea, He envisioned the ere-

ation of s one-stop entertainment shop, Amitabh Bachohan
Corporation (ABCL), that would do merchandisi ng. event
management, talent management, films, TV, and aodio, The
iden was to create the l.l:l-l.l.r!ll'_\" !Ii.!"_:ﬂ meedia mﬂ*-‘lnlnt_'r.qze, (ghl]
by qualified managers, But its grand design didn't pan oot
and by 1999, ABCLE debts avd losses had turned it turtle,

Why does Screwvala think be can succeed wheres larger
brand filee Amitabh Bachchan didn't? “1f you have a vision,
groutand implement it vourself, it car’t be dane by saying
"here are four managers M I::in'qi'_.aqu"t]_h:{;t ittowork. The
Private equity model dovss't work in this business unless
you're the Blackstone Group and can stomach o £100 million
(s 4t crore) loss,” he says.

Like & maverick cowboy, UTV can be trigger-happy.
Reports say the company pays stars and directors unheasd of
anmnints, de-stabilising market raies, Shahid Kapuir, an actor
whosigned adeal with UTV for three movies. wes repaortedly
paid Rs 29 erore (UTV officials say it's mone like Rs 6 crorel
‘The buizz is that director Sanjay Leela Bhansali was paid
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between Ra 28 crore and Rs 35 crore for Guenorish, UTVS
management didn commesnt on this. Sorewvala says over-
paying is a “destructive practice”, generally triggered when
there’s TPO mosey of ventiire famnds fowing i, When others
pay more, vou heve to, or yoi can't bold on o takent, be sdds.

[t by rrumloes suere that he gets hack some of whal he poys.
Siddharth Koy Kapur, CEO Motion Pietares for UV, says
Screwvala “slashed costs by wsing web marketing, social
e, and prococt posithonlng”

SCREWVALL S ABLITYTOUPTNG existing practior coumes from the
fuert Chont . It he's not & epeative person out to make great
cimema or semala. He 5 acanny businesarman who, becanse

ol ks Cll“t\ i -t BT oy et b rreertnn arwd ertertaimment e
wasoryginally a newsrender on Doordarshan and a soemetime
theatre actor), figored that the industry was ready for new
thinking, which would kead to new oppaortunity. B he had
started off as & shopkerper, vou can bet he would have beena
part ol Tndia’s organised retail industry, Says Khan: “Ronmnie
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Balbywosod insiders, of course, say Screwvala needs Lo focus
o prrochactxom and films, rather tran vemture nbo new ndos-
trici. But s Nilchil Viors, managing director, [DFC Securit s
Ty i Nowi cant imﬂx;.t oF suEEin creativity”

I ibeed, mary see Serevwvala ns an imvestment banker’s
irrvestment banker, quack to spot opportunity amd cut deals
Sowree 10 vears agen, Raju Panpeani of Omeega Capital (for-
merty an imvestrment banker with Morgan Stankey), remen-
s secing Serewvala ac part of the andience st an Indo-ULS
business event, “Some vears later, [ sew him willdng down
street in MNew York, talking to Hol hvwood actor Chiris Rock

) Ip'.ﬂ.nl"l. chorng & dieal [ thought: 'F.Jﬂ-l.i#, lrwdia’s cnaviirge
o Holhywood”” In 2007, Screwvala o produced s movie
ITetnk I Lowe My Wik, starring Chns Rock,

UTV was private equity fund Wartmry Pincuss first
st i Dnclia in 10996, s Mﬁ-‘}!: Khanna (not tobe
comfused with the actor of the same name) who was s India
head. The PE fumnd imvestied between 815 mullion and §20
miblbbon i LTV, "1 was s pepsed o weee a bunkness that size in
the mector rur that wiy,” savs K hanns whso now hesds imveat-
ment firmm Arks Cepstal “He had Arthor Andersen a8 his aa-
ditors and had the independenoe to negotinte with ws without
wn investmerit bunker by his side.” Cvver the lust year, the UTV
stoack, whgch listed in 2005, has risen by 50 10 Bs 657,

e UTVE = wiited B @i Uhe oy corpOration n Bl
hrwood. Other players are primarily dutrdbuton or makers
o mowies or telev imion shives, don't hasve the same combi na
thon of platforma as 1TV has, says Farokh Bulsars, Ernst &
Young s national sector esder for medis and entertammment
Where companies sach 55 Mukia Arts or HT Medzs tried to
diversify and failed, LTV has not. "But that's Ronnie's thing,”
sayn Balsara, who has known him for years. "Hell try his
hunricd 21 nes, eneerting sepmen s andd Bustrens aockels
v hits beved best 1o make it worke

He's got.a finger in almost every phe in the lusiness. He
startes] off by prowiding content toother TV chanmels, and
clisking o have ivtrodisesd Indiatothe e Enoepl of dally s 1]
with Shanti in 1994, In 2004, he entered the world of broad
casting with a chunne] called Hungamas | sumed ot kKids, Therr
were five similar channels on alr, backed by larger competl-
torn wunh as Turner Broadeastings The Cartoon Network,
Vierom's Nickelodeon, and Wakt Disney: Screwvals bet that
the other channels lacked recall with children becase of
thiemes and charmcters that were culturally too foreggn, Elun
gama used Japanese characters such as Doraemon

and
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and Shinchan—more familiar to Indian kids than, say,
SpongeBob Squarepants.

The channe] grew, and Walt Disney Internatinnal bought
astake in it for £30.5 million in 2006. Disney today has i

| 50% stake in TV Software Communication, Andy Bird,

chairman of Walt Disney International, says: “Hungama
was growing fast, and UTV was one of the few leading true
multimedia stodios out there.” That, and Serewvalak knack
for scoring profits, clinched the partnership, He adds that
Screwvilahas shown a great deal of discipline in building hi
business by laying out the infrastructure for future content,
something that'’s been ahsenst in India. That includes the
creation of new concepts and properties. By 2008, UTV had
launched aslew of TV channels (international movies, action
monwies, Hindi movies, ete).

Serewvalais smart enough to eut his losses when things
don’t go us planned. He recentlysold an 18% stake in
Bloomberg UTV (formerly U'TV), an English business news
channel he started in 2008, to Reliance Commumnications for
anundisclosed sum. The channel struggled to garner market

| share from competitors such as CNBC-TV1A and NDTV-

Profit, Those who know him say he could sell his remaining
stake if he thinks the channel can't do better.

Screwvala’ presence is also felt online with UTV Audio
Cinema, a part of the Interactive business that logged 1.5 mik
lion paylng eustomers in six months, Then, there's gaming,
There are three console game launches this vear: “El Shaddai
inTokyn, which took placelast month. "War Devil' in London,
and Reich’in Florida. Insignificant nowin terms of revenui,
those moves could Hp the scales in future, given that gaming
is a $60 hillion industry globally and eould acoclerate once
3G technologyin India becomes w

“He gets technology like no other producer,” says Shekhar
Kapur, international film-maker and producer, adding that
UTYV isamong the few companies that dwells on how mobile
devices could reshape entertainment. “He realises itsnot
about getting it to people in one cool format .. but in going
with multiple formats to reach them wherever theyare,”

Today, UTV owns gaming firms in Austin, Texas; provides
content for mobile devices; has invested Bs 500 erore in
developing games; makes youth-based reality-shows; and
its first animation filim, Arfun, The Warrior Prince, will e
released in August. [s UTV biting off more than it can chew?
Bird doesn't think so. *] wouldn't do anything differently if 1
were runningacompany like his in India,” he snys. 18
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