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When an animation company from Taiwan gets Conan O’Brien’s 
attention, it's clear the media playing field has changed.

The friendly feud between the Taipei-based Next Media Animation 
(NMA) and late night TV host began when the company did what it 
does best. It produced an animated send-up of a hot news item, in 
this case O'Brien's storied departure from NBC. After Conan created 
his own cartoon lampooning NMA's style, the company immediately 
issued a riposte alleging, among other things, that Conan's animation 
is produced by child labor.

It's this kind of unconventional take on the headlines that is making 
NMA's name across the Web. But just who is this Taiwanese com-
pany that is single-handedly lending a new dimension to how media 
stories are viewed?

There's in fact an entire building's worth of people involved in 
crafting every four-by-eight inches of video. The company is part of a 
media empire (which also includes Taiwan’s Apple Daily) built by Hong 
Kong entrepreneur Jimmy Lai, who himself pioneered the concept of 
providing animated reenactments of the news. “People are consum-
ing the news in more and more visual ways, and TV cameras are not 
always on hand when news breaks,” explains NMA's international 
content editor, Angelica Oung. “So why not make news animations?”

Lai knew that speed was the key to making the whole thing work. 
The cartoons need to be produced at breakneck velocity to get out 
before the news goes stale, some showing up on the web within a 
day of the stories they're dramatizing. That timing is made possible by 
an assembly-line production style involving an international team of 
scriptwriters, animators, and motion-capture engineers. 

But it wasn't until the company's surreal take on the Tiger Woods 
marital scandal went viral that its reputation for putting a humorous 
spin on the news was established. “Just seeing those actions up on 
the screen was funny and people loved it and passed it around,” says 
Oung. “Having noticed that our animations can be funny sometimes, 
we exploited that and started making funny scripts.”

The web quickly took notice, and NMA's audience has been grow-
ing with every click. For example, one of the company's most popular 
vids – a spoof of invasive TSA airport procedures – has already netted 
over a million hits. 

But the funny videos still only account for a small portion of NMA's 
output, 80% of which is serious depictions of the headlines. Behind all 
that wise-cracking lies a group of people genuinely dedicated to telling 
the news. And it's clear that animation can tell a story in an entirely 
different way than print. Pieces like an animated portrait of the career 
of imprisoned Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, for example, are emo-
tionally affecting in a way that reading a magazine article isn't. 

But if the videos are finding an appreciative audience internation-
ally, that response has not been shared by Taiwan’s National Commu-
nications Commission. The NCC fined Next for excessive violence 
in its videos, and rejected Lai's application for a cable news channel, 
citing the sensational nature of the animations.

Whether addressing cable digitization or broad-
band market development milestones, Ee stresses 
the need for government to look at the whole 
ecosystem in which business is being done. Cur-
rently a relevant part of that picture is the major 
trend known as Over the Top (OTT) media – dig-
ital video streamed through the internet. Services 
such as YouTube and many portals from China (for 
example PPStream, commonly known as PPS) are 
examples of OTT. Some OTT services are available 
for a subscription fee and some are free, deriving 
their revenue from advertising. Some may also be 
illegal, earning advertising dollars by distributing 
video content via the internet without paying for 
content licensing rights. 

But all of them represent competition for existing 
telecoms and media platforms and their tradi-
tional business models – and their presence is likely 
to impact how easily existing operators can per-
suade their customers to migrate to new digital 
services. “The key point about OTT is that these 
providers do not have a direct stake in local infra-
structure development, yet they are enjoying the 
fruits of the digital highway,” says Ee. “The local 
broadband highway will increase to eight lanes from 
three if operators in Taiwan upgrade to 100Mbps 
by the government’s 2015 target. When this hap-
pens, OTT providers who were not the ones who 
put up the money to replace the copper wires with 
more fiber optics cables will reap even more benefit 
without contributing back to Taiwan’s economy.” 
He notes that it is not just Hollywood studios who 
suffer from illegal OTT operations. Taiwanese con-
tent such as the popular film Cape No. 7 can also 
be watched via video streamed from China, so that 
“any consumer can view such content for free, while 
the producers are probably not getting anything 
from these OTT distributors.”

To facilitate the viewing of OTT content beyond 
the PC, consumers can buy simple equipment at 
many computer or electronic markets to connect 
the internet with their TV set. It probably doesn’t 
even occur to most consumers that there is anything 
wrong with watching these streamed videos for free 
– but the government may need to consider whether 
it should seek to educate the public or even outlaw 
such service as part of Taiwan’s responsibility to 
protect intellectual property rights (IPR).

“Once you allow the pipe to be totally opened, 
and consumers feel that it’s okay to get free videos 
via the internet, it will be very hard five years later 
to come back and say ‘sorry, some of the streaming 
or downloading that you’ve been doing all this time 
is illegal,’” says Ee. “IPR is important, not to erect 
trade barriers but to create a level playing field, 
whether for domestic or foreign players.” 
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