
THE MUSIC
In the Indian music industry where there are no lasting 
friendships, that between digital company Hungama and 
music label T-Series has not just endured, it continues to 
grow by leaps and bounds. 

The symbiotic partnership is fuelled in a big way by the 
bond that exists between the head honchos of the two 
companies – Neeraj Roy and Bhushan Kumar, who are 
driven by a similar passion to expand the music horizon 
of the country.

In a joint interaction with Aparna Joshi, the two 
moghuls of the music industry let their thoughts unspool 
on what makes the synergy tick.
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hey are as different as chalk and cheese, but 
among the various things they share is their Tcaller ring back tone. 

Aal izz well from 3 Idiots happens to be the current 
preferred CRBT on both Hungama Digital Media 
Entertainment MD and CEO Neeraj Roy and T-Series 
chairman and MD Bhushan Kumar’s cell phones.

Aal izz indeed well as the two – who are fast emerging 
as the twin moghuls of the Indian music industry – 
wrap up 2009 with a cache of innovative business plans 
and stride into 2010 with a clutch of even more 
innovative plans up their sleeve.

It’s no surprise that Roy who operates out of his mid 
town offices in Mumbai travels down several times a 
week to Kumar’s suburban headquarters for 
brainstorming sessions. They may hail from starkly 
differing backgrounds, but at heart is a common 
burning passion for the music business and ambitious 
plans to change the very rules of the game. 

As the country moves towards a 3G environment, both 
Roy and Kumar have their finger on the pulse of the 
quintessential music consumer – both seem to have an 
almost intuitive knack for knowing which will be the 
next blockbuster song of the season, and the right way 
to turn it into a roaring business. 

While Hungama partners some 300 providers and T-
Series is on board a dozen carriers, it’s obvious that the 
bond they share with each other is special, to say  the 
least. Just back in Mumbai from the Mobile World 
Congress in Barcelona, both are already enthused with 
their respective new projects – Kumar with a song that 
he believes will take the country by storm in the next 
few months, and Roy with an application that he 
believes will have the mobile music consumer panting 
for more.

What keeps the two in sync and moving 
forward constantly?
Roy says it is pioneering concepts and ideas that both 
he and Kumar are forever toying with that keep the 
edge alive. “Do you know it was Bhushan who 
conceptualised that song hare krishna, hare ram for 
Bhool Bhulaiya and told me back then, that this would 
be a very ringtone friendly song! That was the first term 
of that sort I was hearing from a record label!”

The usually reticent Kumar, scion of the company 
founded by Gulshan Kumar 24 years ago, lights up as 
his pet passion is being spoken about. “My father had a 
great ear for music. He made extremely visual friendly 
songs - be it in movies like Meera Ka Mohan or Lal 
Dupatta Malmal Ka or even Aashiqui, which continues 
to be the greatest song album yet- be it on radio or in 
the digital space. Aashiqui was initially produced by my 
father as an album, and later made into a film!”

Both agree that the turning point in the digital space 

came around 2004. When the ringtone business 
started, reminisces Kumar, the company would 
simply offer up tracks from a film’s album to the 
carrier companies for use, without thinking what 
would appeal to the public. It was then, recalls Roy, 
that ‘Bhushan came up with the idea of ‘cutting the 
right portions of the antara and mukhada’ to make 
them into appealing ringtones. “And the concept 
clicked in a big way!” he recalls. 

Even today, it is the ideas and the zeal to 
transform them into viable businesses that 
energises the duo.  For Roy, who launched 
Hungama on All Fools’ Day in 1999 with a 
bunch of like minded friends ‘without any 
business plan in place’ as he puts it, it’s been a 
spectacular decade. Today, the company is 
not doing only music - it works with 30 
b r o a d c a s t e r s ,  d o e s  t e l e v i s i o n  
programming, has a strong gaming 
business and has launched a huge 

number of applications. There are at least 10 
new music apps that Roy can count off his 
fingers as he recounts the expanse of the 
business. But the initial zeal is still obviously in 
place. “We have recently launched a music on 
demand platform - you can listen to music, you can 
go on to a voice platform, select your songs like a 
jukebox, and if you select a particular song you are 
enjoying by pressing the hash button, instantly, that 
song is populated on any social network of your 
choice!” he enthuses. “Consumers on these social 
network sites can actually listen to a 30 second clip of 
that song…so what we have done is taken voice 
network and created social network on the internet 
with that,” he points out. It’s obviously no longer 
enough to produce an album and turn the tracks into 
CRBTs, and both Roy and Kumar seem to understand 
it. In fact, the falling CRBT market, the stricter TRAI 
guidelines on ringtone downloads and the 
consumer fatigue is propelling them into 
exploring fresh avenues. 

Going niche
“Adversity actually pushes you to look at 

new opportunities,” insists Roy, who along with 
Kumar is now focusing on building digital strengths 
in the regional music space, and in niche genres like 
international music – which explains Hungama’s 
recent tie up with Warner and EMI for a catalogue 
that comprises a whopping two million tracks. 

 “You just have to work around harder and come up 
with innovative solutions. The combination of 
international networks, working three screens, 

different categories of content, cross promotions, and 
social networking, particularly in music- I think all 
these factors also make us their (T-Series’) most 
valuable partners!” smiles Roy.

On his part, Kumar with his almost school boy 
charm, appears to value the opinion and advice 
of Roy, who just in his early forties, is the 
allegory of astuteness and vision.  
To his credit, the 30 something Kumar has 
managed to turn around T-Series as a company 
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national shame that on one side we talk of this kind of 
telecom growth, and we still live in a 2 or 2 and a half G 
environment,” he rues. 

He cites the example of a new product Hungama is 
developing. “We are currently working on a very 
interesting product that will take the component of 
lyrics to the consumer as well. So not only will you be 
able to hear the music, but you will get real time 
streaming of the lyrics as well. And we can bring in a 
social networking component to that. So, the growth of 
the mobile device is certainly happening. Our 
challenge is going to be more from a pricing 
perspective,” he stresses.

Agrees Kumar, “On the internet side, of course, there is 
huge potential, but our biggest challenge there is 
piracy and that's something we are collectively 
working on, including working with the government to 
make the ISPs more responsible, since that's for the 
good of the entire entertainment industry. And 
obviously, if we offer songs for download on legal sites, 
we will be supplying these at a reasonable price. For 
labels, it can be a good source of revenue in the future 
to recover their costs.” 

Plug the leaks
Ever the one to keep a tab on the audience pulse, Roy 
points out that one of the biggest growing sectors of the 
internet is video usage. “Sites like YouTube are already 
replacing television viewing. The music industry is a 
strong constituent of the entertainment industry. If we 
do not provide for norms to curb piracy, which are now 
very simple to implement, then the risk of that is at a 
very significant level, to a very larger entertainment 
industry.”

Joins in Kumar, “If we don't curb piracy at this point, 
when 3G comes in, 99.99 per cent of pirated internet 
content will become available on the mobile!”

“That's how we are trying to share our learnings as a 
company with the government, since we have worked 
towards setting up a digital distribution network in 
close to 40 countries; we take T-Series content on 
iTunes in 23 different countries. We are trying to share 
learnings from there in this market as well,” sighs Roy.

One does get the feeling however, that this duo is well 
likely to succeed and push ahead with its plans to push 
the limits of the music game in India, with or without 
government help.

Act on copyright
The businessman in Kumar is also keenly aware of the 
fallout from the proposed amendment to the Copyright 
Act. “Once the amendment is passed, the composers 
and lyricists will be scrambling to undo the same law, 
because they will just not be able to market their rights. 
Mainly, the amendment will be applicable to future 
works, not to the past. We have 4000 titles of film 
music. Other companies have another 4000 titles. On 

Employs 
700 people

Has run more than 2,000 brand 
campaigns on the Internet

Exclusively sources content from 
over 300 providers 

Distributes it in 60 countries over 500 
networks.

Employs 4000 people

Owns rights over 2000 Video and 
35,000 Audio titles, comprising 
nearly 24,000 hours of music 
software.

Is a diversified group with $90 million in 
its core business of Consumer Electronics, 
CDs, Audio/Video Magnetic Tapes and 
Cassettes

single handedly – armed with an innate ear for 
music, a feel for what the audience wanted to be 

tuned into, and an almost hammer and tongs 
attitude when it came to title acquisitions, and later, 
securing the right license fees.

Hungama Mobile on the other hand, was started at a 
time when mobile had probably not picked up as a 
device for consuming entertainment content.  

Whilst the company started with text, imagery and 
video content, it was music that gave it the maximum 
traction. Services such as caller tunes, ring tones etc 
were on the rise and Hungama did well in 
consolidating the content offering. Today, the company 
works with over 305 original content owners in more 
than 25 languages globally.

And Roy appears to know the road ahead. “India is 
already the second largest mobile market, and an 

entire movement from voice to viewing is currently 
happening,” he points out. “Honestly, if there 

is one country, which needed 3G for over 
three years, it is India. It is nothing short of a 
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How well do you work as partners?
Neeraj - Throughout our association, I 
keep sharing the advances of the digital 
platform and he keeps contributing on the 
understanding of the business. We are the 
ones who started this - we would cut three 
or four caller tunes from a single track. 
The first week we would populate it and 
see what the pick up is. 

Then we would check which ones are 
getting more popular and concentrate our 
push on that one the next week. It always 
makes a difference when the involvement 
is more. As a company, we work with 
hundreds of other companies, but the 
involvement that comes from Bhushan is 
completely different! 

Bhushan - Some people take the music 
label business as a business, I take it as a 

passion. Whenever I buy any film music 
title, I delve deep into it, no matter how 
good the producer and whether he will 
like my suggestions. But if I feel strongly, I 
try to persuade him to do a particular 
thing that will make the songs popular. 

There are so many songs that I have 
added in films, songs like Hare Ram, Dus 
Bahane - whose inclusion in the films was 
at my insistence.  I felt that was what 
would get in the revenues, and that I 
believe, helped benefit a lot of people. 

Do you see this kind of value added 
input coming in from other 
partners as well?
Neeraj - To be very candid, not to this 
level. The other part of the equation is, 
how we use technology for enhancing 
conversions together. 

In fact, it is our respective teams that are 
also closely involved in the development 
of all these applications. In the digital 

space, people don’t wake up in the 
morning and say I want to download a 
ringtone. 

One of the biggest strengths of T-Series is 
the way they promote and market the 
content. On the digital front, if we are 
partners, then we have to deliver on the 
same level. For a major film, we will do 
something to the tune of 18 to 20 million 
outbound calls to push the product. So, 
both of us join hands and put our hearts 
into making each project a success.

What are the factors that can make 
a company like yours succeed?
Bhushan - You need expertise and 
experience...you cannot just open a 
music label and expect to start 
flourishing overnight. 

Two years ago, everyone was opening a 
music company, but now they are 
running to close their companies. They 
hadn't realised that infrastructure costs 

that go into setting up a music company 
cannot be recovered for the next 10 
years.  

Neeraj - It’s very similar in the digital 
space too. If you recollect, there were so 
many companies in the content 
aggregation space. But unless you create 
scale, you are not relevant to your 
partners. 

If you are not anticipating trends and 
growth, it will become very difficult to 
sustain because all businesses go through 
cycles wherein margins get squeezed. 

Today, it's a known fact that the telecom 
industry is going through its worst phase. 
Consolidation and economies of scale go 
hand in hand. Consolidation is not 
necessarily monopolistic, it can be good 
as long as you have fair and transparent 
ways of doing business. 

If you are fair to your partners and do 

your business in the right way, you are 
extracting better and the entire value 
chain benefits. 

What is your company’s focus for 
the year ahead?
Bhushan – Regional is the focus for us 
this year. People living in specific regions 
of the country are so connected to that 
regional language, that every language is 
big potential.  Bhojpuri and Punjabi are 
the biggest regional markets. Tamil, 
Telugu and Rajasthani too are good. 

Neeraj - During the multiplex strike last 
year when there were no fresh film 
releases, we analysed the markets, and 
got busy with repackaging content into 
newer albums, keeping the carriers 
engaged...there was so much to do. Now 
with our tie up with Warner and EMI, we 
have expanded our international 
repertoire, we now have access to two 
million tracks. We plan to concentrate on 
four of the country’s 23 circles which are 

very strong international music markets – 
including the north east, Tamil Nadu, 
Bangalore - we are in the process of 
launching mobile radio channels in the 
jazz and pop genres and various other 
genres. Here, we may not be catering to 
millions of consumers, we may just be 
catering to just 50,000 or 100,000 - but it 
doesn't matter, you can segment it and 
derive maximum benefit. 

So, what’s the next big thing for 
Hungama / T-Series? 
Neeraj - For us, it’s really three things. 
One - given that there is fatigue in certain 
platforms, it becomes important for us to 
seed newer things. Second - value add to 
content, and the third to which we are 
both committed to working on together  - 
based on our expertise in content - to go 
deeper into local and regional markets. 

Bhushan - We go hand in hand, because 
whatever we do, has to go on digital!

People take the 
music label 
business as a 
business, I take 
it as a passion

Adversity actually 
pushes you to 
look at new 
opportunities...
you just have to 
work around 
harder and come 
up with innovative 
solutions
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whole of 2009, sweeping up a majority of 
Hindi film titles into its fold, and has begun 
2010 on a similar note, having just inked a 
five film music acquisition deal with 
Ashtavinayak Productions.

Hungama is diversifying too, but with a 
focus on regional and niche music and its 
latest baby ArtistAloud.com is a platform for 
the much ignored independent artiste. 
Which genre will the year belong to? 
Bollywood, say Roy and Kumar in unison, 
will continue to be the bread, butter and 
pudding of the Indian music industry. 

But  beyond the passion, there’s a great deal 
of thought that’s gone into ArstistAloud as 
well. “The concept of ArtistAloud is 
something that we thought of three to four 
years ago. Honestly, if we had done it that 
time, it wouldn't have worked. 

Beyond music, ArtistAloud is actually a 
social networking platform, as there is a lot 
of desire on part of artistes to connect with 
their potential fans, to build a community. 
So we created a platform for that kind of 
music which is not being sold into movies, 
Typically, each artiste will place a couple of 
songs on the site, but the digital distribution 
set up is the same as that for mainstream,” 
says Roy enthusiastically, even as he 
acknowledges that ‘there can be no 
comparison with Bollywood music in 
numbers.’ It’s also based on research and 

digital and radio, 70 per cent of the market 
is old music, which is pushed. Of the new 
titles that the composers and lyricists will 
have a right to, barely 10 to 12 films will be 
marketed per year. To control the revenue 
of these titles, they will have to form a 
proper association, and they have to spend 
massively to run that association. Their 
recovery will be less than their expenses. 
We have our infrastructure in place; they 
still have to make theirs. And even if they 
sell their publishing rights, they still have to 
wait for me to part with my sound recording 
rights!”

Roy too sounds a note of caution. “Ten years 
ago, avenues from which you recouped 
revenues were limited. Today, to get the 
same revenue, you have to create at least 
eight different revenue models. Even in 
digital, there isn't one standard revenue 
model. 

There's the caller tune, then we start a 
mobile radio, background messaging, and 
then there’s the question of placing it, 
which is all about marketing and 
positioning. I think the commercial aspects 
have not been thought through, although 
one can sense the seeking of fairness at a 
certain level,” he reasons.

2010- Bollywood or the indie 
artiste?
T-Series has been in aggressive mode the 

realisation that, on the digital side, 
penetration has also happened in a lot of 
smaller towns and regions and there is a lot 
of demand for local and niche content. So, 
with Punjabi and Bhojpuri music, devotional 
music, and even international music is what 
will fuel the demand for music in the coming 
months. 

And what is it that appears to draw 
all the big titles to T-Series like bees 
to nectar?
Laughs Kumar, “Over the years, we have 
built that kind of goodwill on the basis of our 
marketing strength. I think that's why the 
major guys - like Shah Rukh Khan, Aamir 
Khan, Ritesh Sidhwani ( who went to other 
labels but returned to us - we started 
together with Dil Chahta Hai and we are 
back with Karthik Calling Karthik) share 
such a good rapport with us. It's the 
goodwill, hard work and mainly the passion 
that drives us that draws the big titles to us.”

And then there is the element of personal 
involvement – Kumar is involved in every 
stage of the development of the music he 
acquires - from the marketing to the 
ringtone cutting, to the sound of the remixes 
- that gives the producers the connect they 
need. “In other companies, the producers 
have to work with the employees. In my 
company, they work with me,” he smiles. 
Which is why, after a grueling 14 hour work 
day, he spends time watching television to 

Hungama Mobile has exclusive worldwide rights to India's 
largest music label T-Series  in addition to over 100 
content alliances with companies as diverse as Warner 
Bros, Sony Pictures etc. 

Hungama Mobile in association with T-Series launched 
the Kar Le kar Le Koi Dhamaal music for mobile in 2007, 
the first time in Asia that the music was made available for 
downloading on mobile before it was available in music 
stores.

T-Series and Hungama pioneered the concept of making 
music available in the form of pen drives and micro chips 
with India’s first underwater action thriller Blue, which 
becamed the first Bollywood film to have released its 
music simultaneously on the physical and digital 
platforms. 

This was followed up with London Dreams and 3 Idiots. It 
entered into a strategic alliance with  Big Music in 
December 2009, in which T-Series will handle the music 
rights, Big Pictures the movie rights and Hungama will 
handle the projects digitally.

IN SYNC
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year, the demand for regional music will be 
huge, as for other genres. Companies that 
can offer a wide spectrum will have an edge, 
say both.

But has the growth of digital killed 
the traditional ‘physical’ album?
“Digital is definitely more a singles market,” 
admits Roy, but Kumar is quick to point out 
that there’s currently a huge market for the 
micro chip, the micro SD card too.... “And 
since we know that this is how music is 
largely selling in the grey market today, if we 
can regulate it, this could actually help 
physical sales of music in a big way.” For T-
Series, physical sales still account for 25 to 
30 per cent of the whole. The micro SD cards 
and flash drives on which the company sold 
the music of Blue, London Dreams and 3 
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check out his own products, to keep a tab on 
rivals’ services and then exchanging notes 
with Roy on how they can do better.

Going ‘Big’ger
A recent example of the synergy between the 
two companies was the acquisition of the Big 
Music library in late 2009, a deal that both 
say will reap rich dividends for all partners 
in the proposition in the long run. For 2010, 
the two have their sights set similarly – 
Hungama and T-Series are canning similar 
deals with regional companies, and as the 
industry goes the consolidation way, a few 
bigger fish may also land in the Hungama-T-
Series net this year. “Companies planning to 
stay on a stand alone basis may not work in 
the future,” insists Roy. With Phase III 
aiming to open up radio in a big way this 

Idiots are also picking up business, says 
Kumar. “Memory is India's broadband!,” 
quips Roy who partnered T-Series for the 
pioneering launch of the three films’ music 
on the chip. The experiment believe both, is 
just the beginning of an enduring 
partnership that has stood the test of over 
half a decade in an industry where equations 
change much faster. “We gel well because at 
heart, we are both simple...but passionate 
and charged about what we believe in,” 
reasons Roy. “This leads to a very different 
relationship which is one of mutual respect. I 
have always admired Bhushan’s tenacity to 
push, and push some more and I relate with 
that because that’s exactly how I am too!” 
Kumar, naturally the less voluble of the two, 
nods agreement. 
All izz well! RnM
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ROY AND KUMAR AT AN EVENT TO LAUNCH THE MUSIC OF ADNAN SAMI'S KISI DIN IN 2007

ROY AND KUMAR GET TOGETHER AGAIN AT THE LAUNCH OF RITESH SIDHWANI'S FILM KARTHIK CALLING KARTHIK IN JANUARY 2010


