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Foreword

To Yves Siourdzi

In France, with over three and a half miilion sets installed and six
mil/ion connect hours per month, the MIN/TEL, which began as a technical
and political t.:enture, has become something of a social institution.
Marie A1arcband opens her vivid account witb the developments leadi,rg
up to the emergence of the Af INITEL, writing witb the assurance that comes
from a filii command of the subject. She is to be commented for having heard
out all the protagonists before putting pen to paper; natllral enough sillCe
she 1IJas acquainted with virtually all the people involved. She traces the
history of French videotex back to its firsl tentati!ie steps, as it set out in search
of an identity and a market. The paths were several and led in different
directio/Ui to laboratories, ministries, Parliament, and prir;ate companies.
The reader will appreciate thai Marie Marchand has her facts straight and
does not mince words about the actors intlolved.
The AflNITEL is both a means and an end. As iI, the case of any new
technological development, the cbicken-atld-egg conundntm arises: Did a
pre-existing COIIJllmer demand shape the system's technical character, or did
it spring from the drawing boards with no speCific application in view?
What was the dn""ing force? Take the classic case of the laser, once desen'bed
as a solution without a problem. No one was wailing for il with bated
breath, but once it did appear, people soon knew what to do with it.

So it tvas with the MINITEL Marie j\1archand gil:es a factural and
often humorous account of how consumers and service providers were wmJ
over - some like Paul on the road to Damascus, otbers like doubting
Thomas. Providers got off to a slow start but have since made IlP for lost
time, and now thousands of services are accessible through AHNITEL,
services for banking operations or travel arrangements, shopping or news
bulletins, to name just a few. As for consumers, it took them some time to
change their habits, to react to old problems in new ways, and to grasp the
full extent of the possibilities offered by the emerging medium. The heaLy
use made by some users of on-line eiectronic mail services, for instance, points
up the latent need for interactive an a'ionymous communication. Before the
advent of the MINITEL, want ads provided the anonymity, and singles club
thl interacti"it)', but the on-line chat service is a social development that goes
OO,ld in hand with technical progress. Isn't the possibility of going a step
further, in both technical and social terms, the very essence of freedom?
Will the MINlTEL ,pell the end of the reign of paper? It would ,eem
unlikely, since civilization advance; more through adjuncts than substitutions. Radio and TV have not done away with the pn·nt medium. The car
and airplane have not relegated the train to the museum. The horse-drawn
buggy hal indeed quit the scem, and it is to be hoped that the new means
of electronic commlmication will put an end to outdated ways of using paper.
The j'lcessant demand for increased speed, interactivil)" and user
friendliness, the comi'lg of age of audiovisual techniques, and the computer
revolution have generated new services, of which one of the most spectacular
is the MINITEL The success of French videotex is a source of great
satisfadiotl, which would be all the greater if other countries chose to adopt
it - that will be 'The I>lINlTEL Saga W!
Hube,' CURIEN

hey called it Minitel - a little name for a big project. And be.fore
anyone knew what was happening, it had come of age .. Conceived
in the CNET and CCElT laboratories in 1972, the Minltel showed
up on the doorsteps of the homes of Velizy some 10 years ~a~er. A 10-year
gestation period that included dozens of mock-ups, millions of work
hours, all manner of ups and downs, fits of enthusiasm and b.outs of
doubt. Above all, though, the project b rought together people With very
different backgrounds, technicians, marketing specialists, political decision makers, builders, publishers, and designers who toiled relentlessly
to make Minitel the unique success it is today.
A technological breakthrough is the product of a broad spectrum of
skills. But there is no guarantee that the individual assets will jell as a
whole. Surprisingly enough it was in France that, for reasons which this
book makes clear, things did jell. Only one project among many at the
start, videotex prospered in a country that is traditionally rather inept in
matters of communication while it fell flat in neighboring countries,
which, on the face of it, were better equipped for it.
Only failures go unclaimed. In the case of the Minitel many can claim
a share of the credie. So many people have had a hand in shaping French
videotex that credit is due to many quaners. Although France Telecom
was in fact the prime mover behind the Minite1 venture in the early
going, the most eager engineers were often graduates of schools other
than that of the Telecom, suggesting that innovation could only be
brought in by an outside force. The real miracle perhaps was wrought
by adventurers of every stripe who believed in the fledgling medium and
channeled their energy, talents, and various skills into devising the
programs that lent meaning to it.
With more than 8,000 services available, the Minitel delivers
anything and everything. Some three and a half million Minitellers use
it to communicate, play games, calch up on the latest news, make
inquiries, follow sportjng and political events in real-time, shop in the
comfon of their own homes, answer polls. give their views on TV
programs, do lheir homework, obtain legal counsel, and on and on.
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On Minitel, information about everyday activities is on an equal
footing with professional data. Callers can engage in on· line conversation
with office· mates, old friends, or complete strangers; all such calls art
processed alike. There is no hierarchy of communication, i.e no valu~
judgment placed on information. It is just as easy to obtain stock market
quotations or horse racing results as it is to consult airline timetables. The
same hosts, sometimes the same publishers, offer all manner of services,
with the same mode of consultation, ease of access, and information
availability.
In addition to being a real· time data base, Minitel is also unique by
virtue of the way it is accessed. Callers need not identify themselves, need
not present any "'credentials". Everything is within Everyman's grasp in
the loosely defined realm of videotex where the clever or the curious may
discover the latest unexpected service. Anyone can host services. Who
would have guessed that people would assert their individuality through
the services they consulted, discovered, or created? Or that the intangible
goods that are electronic information and communication would, like any
other object, have their own codes, their own recognition and signalling
patterns. "You key into Aline? I prefer S.M." With these few words
insiders immediately know whom they are talking to.
Then there is the thrill of plunging into a world of freedom and
adventure where anyone can say anything to anyone with no commit·
ments since no one knows who is who. On Minitel, men and women
communicate hidden behind screens and protected by pseudonyms.
Quite a marvel at a time when the obsession with security and
independence rhyme paradoxically with a desire to keep in constant
touch with the world! The Minitel makes it possible to stay "tuned" to
the world at all times and to touch base whenever the spirit is willing,
an arrangement light years removed from the darned telephone that is
always ringing at the wrong times. On Minitei, callers choose their own
destination, when they want, at their own pace. Small wonder, then, that
some "addicts" prefer a trip on Minitel to a Mediterranean cruise. In a
span of two years Minitel has become a social phenomenon. It is the
perfect response to the conflicting desires of a generation that wants
knowledge at its fingertips and the possibility to commun icate at any
time, in all freedom. h is the communications and information version
of the advent of the Japanese pocket calculators and the offer of effortless,
fingercip calculations.

A d et the Minitel almost did not make it. In 1980 it was left for
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allusion to the symbol of the Socialist Party, to m~e hght.o " e e s
constant promotion of it, culminating i~ the ."vld~otexmg .. o~ ~e
Versailles Summit of industrialized countnes. It IS still called MIDltei
rose" but for other reasons...
And in fact the Minitc1 might never have existed if anyone had .had
an inkling that it would be used for romanti~ on· line rend~zvous servl~es.
Without a doubt, though, the Minitel owes t~ success ItS commumca·
tion features thanks to which it established Itself as a fixture o~ everyday
life in Franc~, and not to its data base functions as originally tmagmed.
Still, times change, and the fledgling sect~r ?as already. underg~ne
considerable metamorphosis. Both a commumcallons and an IOformatlon
tool , the Minitcl can shift back and forth from one to the other at a
moment's notice.
What impresses outside observer:> and in ~rticular Americans, who
love a winner, is the fact that a profitable buslOess sector has grown up
around the Minitel. "French Videotex Makes Money ran the lead of a
1986 feature article in the Wall Street Journal - obviously taken aback.
In France, where succeeding in business is becoming respectable, there
is talk of colossal fortunes that have purportedly been amassed on the
Minitel, although this is stretching it just a wee bit. Some money has been
made, hut it is tied up, insofar as in any young sector the wo~h of a
company is often equated with the individual who has founded It.
In fact the coming years will bring their share of radical stru~t~ral
changes in the form of differentiated rates, ren~~ fees .for the Mm~tel,
value.added services a massive influx of advertlsmg, direct marketmg,
and the like, all of V:hich will likely lead to a stabilizatio~ of the sector.
We shall then most likely shed a nostalgic tear as the major groups buy
Out the adventurers who built their enterprises fprm the ground floor up,
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ent~rprise~ fallen on hard times or expanding too rapidl

S
.
will have it. Videotex will then have becom/"a ~u~I~~I~~mlc
me~lUm. France Teleco~ will have shed its role as pilot and act as a m~ed
cafmer. In, any event, videotex will certainly have attracted new breed'"
o professionals.
5
At onc.e trivial .an~ significant, an object that was called Minitel to
play down .Its technicality had unleashed unparalleled furies. Man re cd
It as the first of the communication and information machine: of~h
~~u:e. I~ accor~jngly inspires unwarranted hopes and fears. Today th~
O~~~~llaIIS sCbckmgh ~o carvthc out its proper niche and realize its' full
ut t alS ano er story.

of men
and machines

realJ~m
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erard Thcry became general manager of France Telecom in 1974.
He had ambitious plans for the administration he was taking over.
His goal was to make it a modern structure capable of meeting
the challenges that lay ahead in telecommunications. He knew that time
was short and the handicaps many. The sorry plight of France's telephone
network inspired no one with optimism. New markets were emerging
on the frontiers of the phone system and at stake was nothing less than
a country's ability to be master of its own telecommunications and to
devise a sophisticated communications tool. Throughout his tenure he
would constantly strive to accomplish what he had set out to do. His
decisions _ whether technical or industrial - were to be cha1lenged,
as was his person. Today, however, no one can say that his gamble has
not paid off.

G

Company seeks new people
for new projects
The time: shortly before five o'clock. October 20, 1974. The place:
the National Center for Telecommunications Studies, the CNET
(pronounced k'net). France's equivalent of Bell laboratories. A young
graduate from one of the country's top engineering schools, Jean-Pierre
12
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Souviron, climbed out of his car and vanished into the halls of the eN£!
He had an appointment with France Telecom's new general manager,
Thery. who had just entrusted him with a difficult assignmem that was
staunchly opposed by every research worker in the house: to set up an
industrial affairs division inside France's telecommunications administra.

tion, the DGT*, the precursor of France Telecom. At five o'clock
Souviron was to move into the executive office, occupied since time
immemorial by the CNE'Ps all-powerful director. Barely inside, he saw
that the entrance hall was packed with people and abuzz with rumOR.
The CNET had just gone on strike in response to the previous day's news
that it had been "'broken up". Curiously enough, the strike coincided with
one of the most extensive labor movements France's Postal, Telegraph,
and Telephone Administration, the PlT, had ever known, and which had
grown out of the mail sorting centers. Union activists had mobilized the
personnel and stationed themselves in the entryway after hearing that
Telecom's top gun was on his way : they were bent on finding Out what
was in swre for them. The atmosphere was hardly what could be termed
cordial, and the disapproving murmurs and resentful looks suggested that
matters could get out of hand at any moment.
Did the head of France Telecom - come to greet and enthrone his
new man - expect such a welcoming committee? Was Souviron - fro m
whom Thery had never hidden the difficulty of his task - taken aback
by such an openly hostile reception? Neither was in the habit of showing
his feelings. They had come to do a job and were undaunted by hurdles.
Too much so perhaps, as time would tell.
Without batting an eye, Souviron elbowed his way through the
assembled multitude and headed up the stairs. He knew only that his
office was on the second floor. On reaching the landing he saw twO
corridors, one leading to the left and one to the right. Asking the way
was out of the question and it was obviously not the time to hesitate.
Then he noticed on his left, halfway down the hallway, a black
upholstered door - the only one of its kind. He went in and foun d
himself face-to-face with a group of grim-look.ing men standing about
who were determined not to look on idly while the power of thei r
institution was whittled away. Rallied round their chief, Jacques
• Di~tion Generale des Telecommunications - the telecommunications branch of
France's PIT Administration since renamed FRANCE TELECOM_

CNET executives were also waiting for Thery. The
d office had eaked; an icy silence had fallen. The
aOlmuS LO dlls Isolate th
. I Pol The'ry who had been delayed by a
.
.
I d- g up to e a r f l v a ,
mLOute~ ea I.n
.th an employee delegation, seemed to tick by very
lome time later that he was finally able
short dISCUSSIon w '.
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.
. d d an d It was on Y s
I
slow Y 10 ee ,
. I 10 CNETs top management. OUVlron
. rod ce me new arnva
I
(0 lOt.
U
.
h se
Ii involving a realignment 0 power
embodied a change \0 ou . ~ cy formed a veritable caste within the
between rese.arch, whose ~ractltlon~~ns little valued by the great minds
CNET and Its pear cousm, opera
•
and to~ long neglected by successive Center heads.
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Overcoming the "Asnieres 22" complex
I the fall of 1974, Thery had but one thing in mind: to brlint the
Th
der developed French te ep one
n
telephone system up h~o pa~~k ~f u~he Western world and provided
C median Fernand
system was the laug 109 s

~~nnc:~~ ~~;k~!;~e 'tui~~yab::d~ft~lio~~~:a~~:e~ith ~is -Asnieres 2~~

roJtine, the gist of which being ~at it v.:as easle~ to rla~:~~a~:~~~m;~~;
to Asnieres a Paris suburb, via the mtemattona P
k.,
through Ne'w York City for instance) than via the local area networ 1
'
T I
. neers however were no
which was hopeless. France e ecom e.ngl. .'
x' The had
bry h'
amused and indeed long suffered from an lnienoflty co":,ple.
..
th
Ie to marshal hIS troops, ul IS
every intention of explOlong at comp x
.
d' 'sion by
thoriry of the operations IVI
th
bol
first move was to
ster e au
k I '15 dealings
.. .
. a we II - d
d n egotiating frarnewor or I
provldmg
It WIth
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with industry.
.
d'
I
.th . dustry
Until then CNET engineers had negooated lrect y WI tn
.'
Telephone pri~es had increased relatively slowly and things welre .run~l.ng
along smoothly so the lack of formality in contractual r~l.atl~ns IpSI
'
.
I d
th technical Snl'CI lcatlons 0
mattered little. EmphasiS was p ace on . e
. _t"- d ·1 Good
the products involved which were described in excnlclatmg etal.
researchers that they 'were CNET engineers tried out new features on
II·
thing at the exchange
,
.
every additional telephone exchange, IOsta 109 one
f hm Morlaix and another at the one in Quimper. As a result 0 . ~ ..S
researcher'~ reflex _ though perfectly reasonable not to say ~ssentla 10
view of the rapidly changing state of the art - dissimilar equipment was
.Installed piecemeal throughout t h e networ k . As for industry representa15
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tives. they were only too happy to follow instructions to the letter.
thereby avoiding responsibility for the services they provided. Furthn..
more, the lack of sufficiently long and homogeneous production runs thIIt
would have enabled them to cut their prices was of little conseq uence
since they were state· run and simply passed on their costs. In point of
fact, their only obligation was to perform up to standards where the
technical side of business was concerned, and even there they faced no
competition. The division of labor was simple: CNET engineers did all
the thinking and ran all the technological risks; manufacturers built the
products in accordance with the technical blueprints supplied them.
From where Thery was sitting, the fact that there was no con tractual
framework between France Telecom's research divisions and manufacturers explained in large measure why France lagged behind in te lephone
development, in that it stymied manufacturer's initiative and narrowly
circumscribed their responsibility. Although bearable while things were
rolling along nicely, such a situation would become downright intolerable
in coming years. Telecom's goal of putting a phone in every home within
ten years' time spelled a sharp acceleration in orders for equipment and
a scrupulous respect of delivery deadlines. Delays and technical defects
were likely to become key problem areas in his recovery program.
Thery thought that setting up the Industrial Affairs Division should
solve the problem. A division independent of both research and industry
might, he reasoned, be able 10 mediate impartially between the two.
Turning it over to a new man from outside the "family" struck him as
a further guarantee of neutrality. Understandably enough, the CNET was
none tOO keen about Thery's reshuffling. It ran counter to the mentaJ ity
of its engineers, for whom technical research was the be-all and end-all,
other considerations being intrinsically secondary. In the process, the
CNET lost a substantial share of its authority and vested positions with
industry. It may readily be imagined that the CNET regarded the
summary transformation, by imperial fiat, of its Director's office to that
of the new Director for Industrial Affairs as yet another, gratuitous insult.
Thery no doubt saw it as a symbolic affirmation of his decision and an
unequivocal demonstration of the importance he attached to the new
division.
And so the Industrial and International Affairs Division, the DA B,
got off to a rocky start - including a long, bitter strike - and there were
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ET engineers who wished to work within a set-up they had
very Iew CN
violently oppose~.
the telephone network catch-up program, dubbed
In the meantime,
.
ney
"E
Home" was approved at a government mterage
-A Phone tn v e r y .
. '
b"b
.
of A ril 22, 1975. The planned mcrease l~ su scn er
meetmg.
l~ost 14 million lines to be laid oyer a penod of seven
conneftlons (~l of 20 million by 1982) naturally meant that enormouS
years or alto oney would need to be pumped into the network. In the
amounts 0 m
_ .'
.
Ian"
e ear another interagency council agreed to a pnonty action p .
:~in: fo; an investment package of some $17 Tb~Jion·, theJ~:y ~a:~~IT
F ncc's P1T the largest investor in the land.
e report I no
~ how the funds were to be raised. International rooner market~ and
ou blic savings would be heavily solicited, the former despite the nsk of
~~ditiOnal unforeseeable costs tied to fluctuati?ns in th~ rate of ~e ~o\l~r.
France Telecom responded to this financial offenSive by us enng 10
a new way of doing business. The days of ~1?oo~-feeding were over: the
DAII drew up a type of contract with speclflcauons and terms that were
" d WI"th"10d U 'try . The watchword of the day was "manufacturers
negotiate
. .
b
are of age and have had all their shots" (sic). Comp~tItlon. e~e~n
" was now the ru Ie, export po tenu
~;al being a pnme c[ltenon 10
compantes
h
the choice of suppliers. This was quite a novelty for manuf~cturers w 0
were not accustomed to having to work things out on ~helr own.
It was clear that France Telecom was striving to get mdustry ~~ grow
up, i.e. to become independent and willing to accel?t responsibility for
industrial objectives. It wanted a partner with whom It could wea~er ~he
" storms 10
" the area 0Inew
"10 Iormau
"on and communtCatlon
commg
technology which relied on the mass distribution of telephones.

Laying the groundwork for the communication services
of tomorrow
Thery and Souviron well realized they had forced passag~ of th~ir"A
Phone in Every Home" program. Then President V~lery C?lsca~d
d'Estaing, whose rule was to post the agenda for all co~ncil ~eetlOgs 10
a given year, had contemplated no interagency counCil meetlOg on the
• All figures herein have been calculated using an exchange rate of 6.00 FF to the dollar.
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subject. A council on data processing was, however, scheduled for
A round-table discussion had been held on the same issue but had fizzl.'"
out for want of clear ideas and well-defined projects from [he computer
industry. Thery had quite simply taken advantage of the ensuing policy
vacuum to put the telephone in the spotlight. He reasoned that -data
processing for all" meant no more than a keyboard, a screen, ancl
brainpower. The telephone keyboard was the least expensive and theft'
was already a television screen in the average Frenchman's home.
Accordingly, the telephone could rightly be considered the cornerstone
of a policy for computerizing the country. "'A phone in every home is
the cutting edge of a computer in every home", argued Thery before the
ministers meeting in council.
"A Phone in Every Home", now a national priority, irs financing
assured, would nor be long in coming. Telecom's spirited general
manager and his team were eager to identify those emerging technologies
that could be used in conjunction with the phone. The CNET, however.
was primarily concerned about imposing its solutions in the area of
switching, a sector both up-market and strategic. The great debate, which
continues to this day, on the advisability of Thery's and Souviron's
choices in matters of space-division switching and time-division
switching (and which many experts feel are a great muddle) was raging
between the CNET and the DAII and absorbed most of the engineers'
energy. What is more, the focus of the DAlJ people was almost
exclusively on the Transpac packet-switching system then being
developed; only a few scattered research teams showed any interest in
new telephone-related services.
Accordingly, the DAIl was handed the assignment of promoting
te/ematics*, a tenn later coined by Simon Nora and AJain Minc in their
widely publicized report. Souviron needed new recruits and immediately
set to work seeking out young, open-minded engineers from other
quarters who were inspired by the sense of drive and determination Thery
had instilled in his administration.
Alain Bernard, the defense engineer who had developed the RITA
field communications system, since sold to the U.S. Army, and
Jean-Claude Estoumet, who had devised the ticket canceling syste ms of
* From the French neologism
systems and services.
18

"telematique~

designating home and office information
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(the
RATP)
me
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the Pans
O,cy
and
technology
and
quickly
select
promlsmg
projects or
ol
to mes h p
. '
der
t I hone related services from among the ImpreSSIve array un
new e ep
. - th CNETs laboratories _ and see them through. While
development tn e l M r
tourin the laboratories at Rennes, Lannion, and lssy- es- ou lOea~x,
h lscovered the mock-ups foreshadowing today's home and offtce
~n;~rmatjon systems and services. Their job was to get them out of the
laboratory and onto the market.

Inventors and innovators
Since 1970 researchers in the CNETs lssy-Ies-Mouli~eaux and
Lannion laboratories had been on the lookout for new ways to Implement
the technical systems under dev.elop:ne~t. F~r instance, w~at w~s to be
done with "voice-frequency Slgnaltng, high-tech for push button
phone", which has since supplanted the old dial model? How should
speech synthesis, i.e. computer-p'rocesse~ s~eech, be used? The answer
was simply a "telephone computlOg servICe.

Tie-tae
In 1970 the pocket calculator was not yet on the ma.rket. In the ho~e,
the slide rule was the old standby, while in the office, bulky addtng
machines were used. CNET engineers thought they spied a market for
a more light-weight, easy-to-use system. They reasoned that data could
be keyed in using the twelve push buttons of the ph?ne. On the other
end a computer would do the processing and transmit ~e answ~r back
through the receiver by speech synthesis. A prototype IOt~gratmg the
telephone and the computer was quickly worked up. A third element,
a display screen, was soon added.
.. .
And while Christian Carrouge was putting the fl?lshlOg touches .on
his prototype telephone calcu lator, other CNET engIneers .were settlOg
up an experimental videophone system, in other wor~s ~ picture-phone
system with a telephone receiver incorporating. a ~leWtng ~cree.n a.nd
camera (this network went into full-scale operation iO 1984 10 Blarntz,
France). A sort of cross-fertilization then occurred between the ~o
projects and, at the 1972 Paris Trade Fair for Computers and OffIce
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Automation, S!COB, both t~lephone.based computing
(speech ~ynthesls and screen display) were unveiled [0 the public.
screen display seemed the more promising mainly because of the
~actor: i.e. voice-transmitted information disappeared almost as
It arnved. Most of all, however, it opened up new vistas in the
landscape of consultation by telephone of all manner of texts g~;::
and data. The sudden and spectacular advent of American the~ J
calculators dashed any hopes for a telephone computing'service
feature for feature, was far from affording the same ease of use as a
calculator.

This temporary setback notwithscanding, the project went

~nder the name "telephone consultation service", It was diversified
mclude three compon.cots: a ~2 push-button telephone as keyboard;
computer, for ~rocesslng the Information. and a screen, for displayiq

!he answers. ThIS same scheme is the granddaddy of videotex as we
If. today. It was steadily improved upon and before long cons ideration
gIVen to ~eplacing.the dedicated display - too costly and at the time
~ypothetIcal - wIth the. home TV screen. Television-telephone
tlOn took a further step 10 1973-1974 with the addition of a
mod~l~ calJed Tic-tac (acronym for integrated terminal
televlSIon a~d push-button dialing). The prototype was first
to the pu~hc at.the 1974 SICDB. The proposed applications were
rather baSIC: a dlreclory service, an information service, and that was it
That, .however, .was already a great deal: behind the apparent
.
of available services there emerged an entire world of information
based on m~n-machine communication. Carrouge's small team expanded
somewhat In 1975. and set about loading existing data bases into the
system and upgradmg the consultation and communication procedures.
!he ups~ot was. new applications such as stock exchange updates,
IOforma~on service relying on Agence France Presse news dispatches,
games (tlc-tac-toe and Mastermind).
But wh~ at F~ce Telecom was actually aware of the rich potential
of Carrouge s proJects? The CNET was locked in mortal combat with
Thery and Souviron, and no one had either the time or the inclination
to concern th~mselves with anything other than me "'major issues" of the
day. All available energy was channeled into one lone objecti~:
telep~one exchange technology. Space division vs. time division, that was
what It was all about. The stakes were enormous; at issue was the future
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of [he telephone network, its reliability, its capability co evolve, its
adaptability. But the head of the Data Communications and Leased-line
Division, Alain Profit, did back the Carrouge team, and the deputy
scientific affairs officer, Alain Giraud, set about looking into the future
of such new services. He intuitively felt that, along with technical
research, studies had to be conducted on the ergonomic, social,
economic, and legal aspects supremely ignored by France Telecom. In
1976 he organized, in conjunction with France's National Scientific
Research Center, the CNRS, a successful colloquium on these very
subjects. Despite impressive sponsorship - then PIT Minister Norbert
5egard delivered the keynote address - the subject remained on the
fringe, far removed from the goings-on in a technical research center.
France Telecom's operations people were hardly any more inclined
to give any thought to what tomorrow might hold. They were far too busy
working on the telephone recovery program, with one aim in view:
increase by hook or by crook the number of main subscribers' lines. All
executives had their quotas to fill. Thinking about the future was out of
the question; the here and now had to be tended to. A young Telecom
engineer on the PIT Minister's staff, Herve Nora, took an interest in the
activities of the CNET and France's Center for Broadcasting and
Telecommun ications Studies, the CCETI, but this was hardly enough to
bring about any transition from an experiment- to a production-oriented
approach. So, poorly focused research went ahead on Tic-tac, and the
team, caught up in pursuing minor developments, lost what edge it had.
By 1976, when Souviron realized that installing more phones was
pointless unless people used the telephone more, i.e. unless new services
Wttt made available, it was already too late in the game to reap any benefit
from Tic-tac. In the forefront in 1972, the team had since turned its
attention, for lack of material support and clearly defined objectives, to
projects that would in all likelihood never be developed into marketable
products.

ANTIOPE, from Moscow to Berlin
When, in 1973, CCETI engineer Yves Guinet (rejoined one year later
by Bernard Marti) entered the field of data distribution networks, he was
~ell acquainted with British work on new information and communication services. He knew that in Great Britain the initiative had been taken
21
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by the broadcasting, not the telephone, community. He was familiar widt

the work of the BBC and the IBA, which had both developed a new
information service for television viewers called teletext, whereby-pagesof text were displayed in the slots between the pictures thal sweep aCJ'Olt
a television screen 50 times per second. The BBC system had beta
christened Ceefax in 1972; IBA's was named Oracle. At the time they
were the only advanced projects around. Sam Fedida of the British POll
Office did not introduce his Viewdata - the future videotext system
Prestel - until 1974.
And CCElT engineers were expecting the worst, sure that the British
television industry would be quick to take these developments to market.
They reasoned that British industry was in need of new outlers. The
British did not purchase their sets, but rented them, so that by 1973
nearly every household was equipped with a color TV set. Since the
domestic television market was saturated, something else had to M
invented. Why not an integrated decoder for restoring pages of text OD
the screen and, in the process, offering information services? The British
had already been working along these lines, whence the high degree of
system integration and the correlative interdependence of the service and
network functions.
From the outset Marti and his team chose other avenues of approach.
The year 1974 saw the divestiture of France's so le public Radio and
Television Broadcasting Administration, the ORTF. The organization's
imminent break-up was common knowledge as early as 1973, as was the
fact that, overnight, network and service activities were to be separated.
All involved would be well advised to make plans for future products.
At the same time, the CCElT was developing the packet dat2
transmission network Transp3c. Now, remote data communication
presupposes network transparency. A data communications network
must be capable of transmitting data "oblivious" to what those data
represent, whereas broadcasting networks operate on the structure of a
television synchronization signal, i.c. on a time base. In the British
scheme, it is the time base that controls the system. Each transmitted
code is identified by its distance from the image signal synchronization.
A line of television is an intangible line and will appear as a line of text
in the Ceefax system; so the problem of network "oblivion" to data
remains unresolved. Last, but not least, while the Bristish system had no
problem writing German, it had difficulties rendering French. It took nO
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Th· oncern was taken so seriously in France at e Irst st~ y
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h 0 ect
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d by the team in Rennes was a hngUlsUcS researc pr J
commlsslone
.
d
lS
on the statistical frequency of the use of the various letters an accen
in several European languages!
.
.
I 1974 the CCETI decided to develop twO separate p~oJects: Dldon,
for
distribution on a television nerwork, and. AntIope, for da~
distribution on any type of network. Didon and Annope were launche
.
eth·,ng of a vacuum since the French market for TV sets was not
msomt d hence that industry'S
'
.10 such researc hBtthe
lack of .
IOterest
. u
~t~~e t •they did get under way was primarily due to France's newly
:~abl;hed Public Broadcasting Administration, TOF. One of seven
:pin-offs from the break-up of the ORTF, TDF wished to demonstrate
that it was in charge of the television signal and explore new market
niches outside the ken of France's television networks.
. .
Owing to its avowed aim of establishing a hold on ~e televls~on
signal, TOF was given funding in early. ~976. together :WI~ marchmg
orders to show up with original televlslon-base~ applical10ns at ~e
September 1976 Moscow Trade Fair where th: Soviets would be selectIng
mformation technology for the 1980 OlympiC Games.
.
Only a few months remained to work out the system and Its
applications from scratch. The very first Antiope term!nal arriv~d at the
CCElT in early 1976. Bernard Marti and his team qUickly reailzed ~at
a system for the Moscow Olympic Games would need to handl~ RUSSian,
French (the official language of the Olympic Games), and English. What
they did not know was what type of information was gene:ated at the
Olympics. They dispatched one of their own to that year's w~nter games
10 \1ontreal with orders to beg a Russian-language magnetic tape of a
•
. .
d t
to
day at the Olympic Games from any Soviet representatlv~ an re ~rn
Rennes with a comprehensive report on existing informatIOn techmq.ues.
Meanwhile work was going ahead in Rennes. The team had. decided
to present a simulated day at the Olympic Games replete WI~ .news
flashes, bio-data on athletes, cultural events of interest., and amemtles of
the host city. It was the hottest summer in memory, and tempera~u.res
in the laboratories soared abovc 1()()o. The room housing the compOSll1on
terminals was so scorching hot that the hardware would not work~ except.,
that is, between 10 p.m. and 10 a.m. Shifts were formed accord~ngly. A
Russian and a Russian-speaking Pole were recruited for the occasion, and
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the tex~. drafted ?uring the day were set at night. The four cabled
composition terminals were rigged by hand to introduce the right
character generator. Five hundred pages of text were thus composed ia
the dead of night, within the empty confines of the CCETI in the middle
of August.
The truck -:vas set to leave Rennes at dawn on August 17. Only the
August 15 holiday weekend remained to "input'" the final 100 pages.
Everyone had his first day off in months, and Marti decided to do a bit
of windsurfing on a nearby lake. Perhaps it was the suddenly rising wind.
perhaps the inexperience of the novice windsurfer. Whatever the real
cause, Marti's board was soon heading straight for the rockbound shore
at top speed. His only concern: not to beat up his hands, which still hid
two nights' texts to compose. Hitting top speed, the board shattered into
pie~es on the roc~s, sweepi~g Marti along, his hands upraised. Nothina
seriOUS, a few bruises, but hiS hands were safe and sound. The remainina
texts were set on schedule, completing the simulation of one day at the
Olympic Games. The truck, its precious cargo intact, headed out. The
great premiere could go on as planned.
In Moscow, on its stand located a stone's throw from Tic-tac, the
An~iope/Didon mock-up worked like a charm. The operation was
deSigned to encourage radio and television people to replace conventional paper handouts to journalists with Amiope/Didon. Results were
not immediately forthcoming, and it was not until the 1982 Versailles
summit meeting that an operational videotex system was featured at an
international event. However, a seemingly minor encounter at the
Moscow Trade Fair would prove to bave considerable impact on the
development of videotex. A Soviet official asked Mani whether his
Antiope system could operate on the telepbone network. Confident in
his choice of the transparent network Didon, Marti did nO( hesitate to
say yes.
Thus emerged the target for the Berlin Trade Fair scheduled for
September 1977. Back in Rennes. CCETT engineers turned to Christian
Carrouge, the father of Tic-tac, [0 ask him to devise the interactive
portion of the project (via telephone), while they continued to work on
the broadcast angle, But by the spring of 1977 it was already clear that
such teamwork was out of the question, not on ly on technical grounds
but, more likely, for the less lofty reasons of competition and jealousy
between the two institutions. The Rennes engineers, all six of them,
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",muld have to cope alone with the challenge they had so impetuously
issued themselves.

Berlin : the British on the warpath
It is doubtful that the Rennes crowd, off again for a six:~onth sti~t,
had the slightest inkling of the British show of force awal,tl.ng them m
Berlin. They were fairly well informed how rar along the Bntlsh ventures
k ew they had a lead of several years on themselves. However.
were an d n
. . h d i d to develop
th
e completely unaware that Great Bntam a reso ve
ane~f~~sive marketing strategy aimed at capturing foreig~ ~ark~~f And
. Berlin where the British had obviously not gone tn or a -way
:easures: Ceefax was on display at a huge stand. A gigantic,wall of more
than 40 TV screens poured forth page after page of teletext m the C:e.efax
format. A swarm of uniformed hostesses explained the system (Q VISitOrs
and handed out sheaves of glossy brochures.
_
For the visiting Gerard Thcry it was a rude awakenm~. Back at ,the
French stand where Marti and his team were demonstrating tbe Titan
system, Ther; was reduced to asking his engi~eers - .bereh of hostesses,
brochures and wall of screens, with only their techmcal know-how and
sleepless ~ghts to fall back on - to turn off the SO.ny TV sets (the
French-made Thomson sets were in the back, on the bhnk). Stunned by
the imposing British demonstration and the lead they had so braz.enly
acquired Thcry was tOO distracted to notice the novel features of ~he
Titan sy;tem, developed at the CCETI by Marti, and company, and which
already foreshadowed _ albeit in modest fashion - the future success
of French videotex.
The most compl icated question facing CCETf engineers at the
Berlin Funkaustellung was how to access, from Berli~. the data b~es on
the CCETT computers at home. Their ans~er was to mvent the Videotex
access point They went through a leased line as far ~ the Transp~c node
nearest the border and acceded to it by means of theIr access pomt. The
data were transmitted by packets as far as Rennes ~nd returned the same
way to Berlin where a terminal concentrator supphed host p~es, menus,
and so on. There was a second outstanding innovation on ~Ispla~ a~ the
French stand in Berlin, even if its range of applications remamed !tmlted:
an information service using key words via a keyboard was demonstr:ated
for the first time. The user could type in his request and commumcate
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with the computer through the network in writing. This new dcparturt:

was rather a source of amusement for foreign visitors. Their feeling ViII
that the letter requirements - 2 kilobytes of random-access memory
(RAM) instead of 7 kilobits for numeric terminals - would mean a steep
increase in the price of terminals, already seriously inflated on aCCOunt
of the French choice of microprocessor-based techn ology.
For a long lime, no other videotex system would offer the same
feature. To call the British videotex system, Prestel, the user needed to
know the number of the service he wished to consult or endure a lengthy
tree-structured dialog, using a procedure called a "numerical tree dialog-,
I

Full steam ahead with videotex!
Was the Berlin trade fair really as wonderful as people pain( it
nowadays? Did it really inspire France Telecom's managers to go all out
in a race against time to overtake the British? Thery had been aware of
the existence of the British program. Together with Souviron, he had
even paid a visit to the British Post Office in 1976, intent on negotiating
a common videotex standard. The talks broke down, though, and the
general manager of France Telecom returned home somewhat annoyed.
It would appear, however, that he was caught very much off guard by the
scope of the British project in Berlin.
In the fall of 1977, seeing that the telephone system in France was
making up lost grou nd, Thery channeled all his energy into convincing
French officialdom of the need to launch a major offensive in new
commu nication and information services. He advised the DATI to
evaluate the mock-ups of new services being tested in CNET and CCETT
laboratories in order to put together a comprehensive plan, one he could
then submit to the government. This extensive project was designed to
open up new vistas for France Telecom and enable it to make another
leap forward. Thery knew his engineers well and was aware that there was
nothing like an ambitious project to stir them to action. He was also
thinking of the manufacturers of the telecommunications sector. Once
the telephone system was up to par, there would be a loss of markets for
telephone exchanges and substitutes would have to be found. Thery was
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objections. It sometimes means glvmg only secondary impo nanct' ..
sacrosanct technology, something not always appreciated by technician&.
In essence, France Telecom's sole customer was the world of politiaa.
and technocrats, and it was obliged to come to terms with their wisbeI
and their approaches only.
To oil the wheels, Thery set about estab lishing direct contact willi
the highest echelons of the decision-making process. He had already
established personal ties with the major players in [he days of the
telephone recovery program. He had devised a strategy of direct contel
with the presidential office and residence at the Elysee palace (called the
"short line,) which spared him invariably tough negotiations with the
Minister of Finance, who tended to sense another Concorde behind every
new technology project. Where his new products strategy was concerned,
Thery had every intention of continuing to work together with Bernard.
Trichet, the presidential adviser responsible for the three major
technological and industrial projects of Giscard's term: the Aria",
space-vehicle program; telecommunications; and nuclear power genera.
tion. It was Trichet who followed up France Telecom's projects.
negotiated them with other governmental bodies, and convened interagency meetings whenever arbitration was called for and decisions
needed to be taken. His job was facilitated by Valery Giscard d'Estaing's
interest in emerging technology.

The videotex plan: behind closed doors
For a year Alain Bernard had been hunting about research
laboratories trying to ferret out the most worthwhile projects under
development. He "selected" the so-called mass-market facsimile device
and the videophone already installed in an experimental network at the
CNET, and compared notes on Tic-tac and Titan to see which project
was farther along. Titan came out the winner and was broken up into twO
separate programs: the voice-frequency telephone, i.e. today's pushbutton telephone, which for some years now has been supp lanting the
dial variety; and home data communications using the Antiope fonnar
(the Titan system), which would come to be called telematics. a word
coined in the Nora-Minc report mentioned earlier. Next came the
Telecom 1 satelJite program, which was thought sufficiently advanced to

.
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(DAC1), which had been turned over to a young. graduate of Fran~e s
grande ecole for government administration, Franc;ols Henrot, as engagmg
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as he is efficient.
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Sheaves of paper were produced spelling out Telecom's mdus~r1al
policy for new services pending the November 197~ inter~gency me~t~ng.
In the laboratories. research teams were busy Invent~ng. deScrtblnl~'
analyzing differentiated technical solutions, and workmg up ,?~d~
whereas little attention was being paid to prices. mark~ts, hnts e
products industrialization timetables, economies of scale; 10 short. rea~
industria'i policy. This, however, was precisely the job that. the DAB ha
been set up to do, in the epic circumstances related earher:
Involved was the major responsibility of singling out p~oJe~ts and the
equally tricky task of seeing them through and coo~dlna~m~ them
Naturally the whole business was a bit of a gamble, since I~ IOvolve
forecasti~g a market for brand-new products conceived outside of any
known commercial structure, and an unprecedented challenge as well,
since manufacturers had to be persuaded to embark on a new adventure.
.
.
d
f . .ty F'rst
The unknowns were lIsted
In or er 0 pnon .
I • a market .must be
(ound; it would be the telephone directory. Next, ~ pr..oduct: It wo~ld
initially be called the "electronic directory [ermmal (before bemg
~named Minitel). Lastly, production lines: f~ur manufacturers would be
Invited to tender bids for building the terrmnal.
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Decoder or stand-alone tenninal, the choice had not yet been
In any event, regardless of the final decision and even assuming
terminal was low-cost, there was no getting around the fact that
public would have to buy it to use any newly marketed home infonQlj!il
services. But who would buy equipment not knowing what ;nfon"",1\0
and services would be available? To say nothing of the likelihood
they might be slow in coming. If. conversely, services cropped up q'lido
there would not be enough terminals for consulting them.
studies bore out these vague suspicions. They confirmed that the
public would be prepared to use the new services but that no one
be willing to purchase the terminal, even if it cost only around
fact just that happened in the Federal Republic of Gennany and
Britain). It was the old story of the chicken and the egg. The v;cjo,,.,~
had to be broken. But how? By some sleight of hand the furo re
had to be distributed free of charge. The first avenue explored
through the banks, which was thought might have a stake imn~~,::
terminals for home banking. Mail-order houses were likewise a:
Neither attempt panned out. Negotiations were protracted - and
was short. Above all, though, France Telecom's natural inclination
to go it alone, thereby avoiding involvement in a partnership.
Did the light go on in a plane between Lannion and Paris, in
course of a discussion between Thery and 50uviron? Or in the mind
Alain Bernard, who for months had been mulling over the dilemma.
any event, it was an idea whose time had come. Why not d;strib..
tenninals free of charge in lieu of paper directories - courtesy of
Telecom! An electronic directory, 50 to speak, which would be ""Dvidee
like the telephone book, at no cost.
This solution seemed especially advantageous in view of
Telecom's severe directory assistance problems. The patience of Job
needed when dialing 12 for infonnation, pennanently deluged with
and research was already being conducted into computerizing the
The so-called "5 3" system, which called for providing the 4,500 op'''''tod
(who would number 9,000 in 1985) with a computerized work
was in the development stage at Lannion. The line between the "s ,.
the electronic directory was thin and promptly crossed. Rather
computerize the operators' job, France Telecom, the thinking
would be better advised to have telephone subscribers do the
themselves by providing them with the required tools. Furthermore,
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. h f the telephone book was no more encouraging than that of
pbg 1 0
.stance Given the exponential increase in the number of
directory assl
.
th
subscriben> coupled with printing delays, the phone book .was 18.mon .s
behind schedule when finally distributed, and a substantial portion of It
h nce already out-of~date. And then there was the paper problem
Wti ~ metric tons were needed in 1979; it would be 100,000 by 1985.
20
The 'rice of paper would double in those six years, and France Tel~co~
had ~o intention of making France'~ sta~e printing house, the Impnmene
' Ie a powerful lobby with whIch It would have to contend at every
na /rona ,
.
d f' . Wh .
tum. Besides, the paper directory was runnmg a huge e ICIt.
y It was
in me black in other countries was not really asked. For ~ long as anyone
could remember, the advertising monopoly ~ad ~een m the hands of
France's leading multimedia group, Havas, whIch dtd not manage to turn
• profit on the printed phone book until 1984, spurred on by ~he advent
of the electronic directory. Lastly, the analysis of Telecom engmeers was
corroborated by the findings of an ATf report in .the United Slates on
the same subject. It concluded that within 10 years tt would be less costly
to install a terminal than to distribute a phone book frec of charge.
The notion of an electronic directory began to take root. Souviron
had a look at the figures: the cost price of a paper directory amoun~ed
to approximately $15 per unit; it was distributed once a year.lt.took five
years to amortize an electronic terminal, which should .accordmgly not
cost over $75. Alain Bernard's calculations, more drasltc and based on
I no-frills terminal, showed an "objective" price of $40. This price range
would be used as a basis for hardheaded negotiations with manufacturers,
who were to claim they could not come in under the upper figure. At
this stage in the proceedings, France Telecom could not say what the
taminal would consist of. So much was clear, though: there would not
be a simple numeric keyboard_ No one wanted a remake of Prestel. The
byboard must include letter keys if, in keeping with Telecom's declared
mass-market approach, the dialog was to be kept as simple a~ could ~.
Once again consideration was given to using the TV set as a .d.lsplay umt.
But the Objections flew fast and furious. How could televtston sets be
brought into the office? How could anyone use the directory when the
family was gathered around the tube? U new information service~ were
~ched in quick succession, there would be some knotty conflicts of
IIlterest!
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So it was decided that the electronic directory terminal would be
oudiued with a stand-alone screen, a control keyboard, and a housing
element. In the minds of the select few around Gerard Thery. the Minitel
(still known by its code name 'electronic directory terminal) had just
taken on substance.

Go-ahead from government,
wait-and-see from industry
The project was finally ready for presentation to the interagency
council meeting in November 1978. The general manager of France
Telecom outlined his strategy for new consumer information services,
spelling out six: the electronic directory project. the experimental phase
to be conducted in IIIe-et- Vi laine, in Brittany, in the viCinity of the
CCElT and its faCilities; videotex for the general public, to be
experimented in the rather modernist city of Velizy near Paris;
videophone, whose testing site was as yet undetermined, but was to be
the city of Biarritz on France's south-AtJantic coast; voice-frequency
telephone; consumer facsimile; and. finally, the Telecom 1 satellite.
Thery explained that his plan was centered on two combined operations:
first, building upon the phone recovery plan, which had received
cabinet- level backing in 1975 and had since been successfully completed,
by offering new services to bolster telephone use; second, preparing a
riposte to IBM's onslaught by securing France a firm foothold in
satellite-based data distribution.
The interagency council adopted the distributed data communications ponion of the plan in its entirety. It postponed a decision On the
Telecom 1 satellite for several months and rejected the consumer
facsimile project. The 1974 postal employees' strike was still fresh in the
minds of all and no one was keen on unleashing another large-scale labor
movement: adoption of the facsimile plan was bound to provoke an
uproar among postal employees. It simply did not pay for men of
government, regardless of the system, to try to outs man the mailman.
The overriding reason behind the refusal, however, was undoubtedly
based on an analysis of the prevailing international environment. The first
fruits of deregulation had begun to show, and it was felt that the terminal
should not be tied to the line, so that the telephone company (common
carriers in the United States) could not dump its terminals and thereby
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create a captive market. Accordingly, the electronic directory sailed
through because it was strictly a telephone-based service; the Velizy
videotex program was approved in its wake . The remainder of the
proposed program was turned down, the naysayers mildly satisfied to
contain the ambitions of France Telecom, whose overreaching influence
was a source of misgiving. When, a few months later, the decision to
launch Telecom 1 was made, the powers that be invoked the need to
ensure a French alternative to IBM, which had penetrated the satellitebased data distribution market with its SBS. The decision was in line with
Thcry's determination to see real-time systems independent of IBM's
stranglehold.
The go-ahead on distributed datacom, obtained virtually without a
shot being fired (the proposals were technically "airtight" but, more than
anything else, their political dimension was skillfully brought home), was
also certainly attributable to the unprecedented response to the
Nora-Minc report. It had been commissioned at the April 1975
interagency meeting at which the telephone catch-up plan was approved.
A recognized public figure was to be appointed to analyze "the
socio-economic impact of the development of data transmission".
Submitted in 1978 and published in 1979, the report was a milestone.
Granted, there were no direct ties between France Telecom's proposed
"New Services" plan and the studies described in the Nora-Minc report,
but they shared a common approach that the papers compiled by the two
authors in the course of their enquiry were to buttress further. At the
heart of the whole debate was the link between telecommunications and
data processing. Although the authors were not at first prepared to
acknowledge the fact, it soon became so patent that they concocted a
neologism to describe it: Ja tlJematique or "telematics". Naturally, the
propositions put forward in the Nora-Minc report were so much grist for
France Telecom's videotex program, but what really set things of( was
the incredible reception the report received. For the first time in the
history of the Documentation jranfaise, a very matter-of-fact report
became a best-seller! Conditions were therefore favorable; the political
decision-makers could not resist the ground swell of "modernism"'
renected in the report. They were perfectly willing to go along with an
operational project that flowed with the current of popular opinion.
Once the plan had been given the government's seal of approval, the
trouble was in fact only just beginning. In 1979 Jean. Pierre Souviron sat
No self-respettillg trade fair is now without videotex information centers. The 1987 SlCOB was
exception.
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down with manufacturers in a first round of negotiations and came
somewhat crestfallen. They announced a price of $250 minimum
keyboard, as much again for the tube (eR1) and the screen, and
more again for cramming all the elements into a housing unit
price: about $850. Souviron then brought out the heavy
countering with a figure of 20,000,000 devices to be ordered over a
period, adding that the terminals were disposable products, and
out to the speechless representatives of French industry that
boards of Hewlett-Packard pocket calculators cost little more than.
to build in Taiwan and that he was sti ll waiting for a reasonable
Consultation got off the ground in record time for a
4,000 tenninals. Apart from France Telecom's usual supplier.;
Alcatel and Thomson), two outsiders (Matra and TRT, a
subsidiary) were invited to tender. Opening up the bidding
newcomers was a key element, and a risky one, in the .
devised by Thery and Souviron. They have been the target of
criticism for their off·the·wall choices in industrial matters, but
wanted fa break with past habits that were more the product of a
of spoon-feeding than of effective competition or entrepreneurial
New blood might inject some life into the process. They wanted to
with more offense·mindcd manufacturers prepared [0 adopt
marketing strafegies and capable of an export policy. For
Telecom's managers, the pint.size, down· scale Minitel terminal was
the tip of the iceberg. They expected manufacturers not
incorporate more sophisticated features - color, storage, r~tl~':,~;:;
telephone integration - but also to reason in terms of
- printer, smart card reader, and so on. Lastly, they had in
development of other products (keyboard station, videophone, and
like). In this order of things, emphasis was necessarily placed on
nomies of scale and increased productivity. The core solution called
them to manufacture their own components and automate p":x!,,cti
To say that the reaction of the four manufacturers was unen:,hu.iII
would be an understatement. They were hardly pleased at the
of mass producing an unsophisticated terminal that to their
thinking offered them little hope of acquiring new skills and ce,;hnoiq
In their view the prospects of turning a profit were uncertain at
particularly since the price had already been cut to the bone. As
reportedly suggested in an aside, they would have preferred to
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m.d - South Korea" Which was moreover what they did, to an extent:
t Ir:.et did out, however, in November 1983, with the publication of
th (~
. th
'P'
V' Most came
r t of Minitel components In
e magazine
.JCtences et It.
~ the United States, Japan, Taiwa~, and South Kore~. The ensuing
howls of public indignation were flval~d only ~y their ~wn when,
follOWing the election victory of (he left lfl 1981, It was ~ec~ded. to get
the seriously jeopardized videotex plan back on track by distributing the
Minitel only to those requesting it, thereby slowing orders for the
~nnina1.

In their defense, it should be borne in mind that the bulk of the
manufacturers' activicy involved large.scale public programs and that the
vickotex strategy was seen as a veritable revolution that might spell their
undOing. They therefore dragged their feet and adopted the attitude of
least risk. wait·and·see. They would provide the terminals in spite of
themselves after epic negotiations with the DAII, which never retreated
an inch from the concept it had defined: it wanted a basic terminal, both
rugged and simple. 4,000 tenninals were finally delivered in 1981,
following a delay that could be foreseen as early as 1979 given
manufacturers' lack of enthusiasm, and this much to the dismay of the
-.Electronic Directory'" people who were wondering whether they would
not!" have them in time to begin their experiments in Rennes.

The builders take the field
.The hour of the inventors had tolled, even though occasionally, in
a plOch, they would be called upon to solve any number of sticky
problems. France Telecom's managers had successfully argued their case
~fore the political powers: the future Minitel would be distributed free
charge to telephone subscribers. Moreover they had succeeded in
convinCing manufacturers of the necessity of 'penetrating the terminal
market. The time had come for the designers and builders to fall into
stq>; d set up shop where the action would be, i.e. on the testing sites.
o study the poSsibility of proposing to [France Telecom's] general
:nager. a test evaluating the general public's receptiveness to home
I ~~~uon services, I would like to have an opportunity to commission
tal ed study of the Velizy* site, which according to an evaluation
• WCUcm

Pam suburb.
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conducted in conjunction with the DAII offers a number of
attractive features (high telephone concentratio n, proximity to
both home and office subscribers) ... I would like to sol icit your
for tbe engineers in charge of this study [0 enter into contact
Vldizy section of France Telecom,- This lettcr by Souviron.
December 12,1977, was addressed to the I1c de-France ~~~.~~~=
It was to be the first in a series of voluminous (
culminating in a green light to conduct the experiment on the
It was thus no coincidence when, in defending his project
November 1987 interagency council, Thcry threw out the name
city of Velizy. Already for over a year overtures had been made to
elected officials, and technical studies had been conducted to
the feasibility of the projceL Had the city of VcHizy been si"gIc:d
because, in addition to certain objective criteria, Alain Bernard
to live there? Who knows? It was Bernard who in mid-1977 was
for the ideal city to host France Telecom's industrial-scale testing
its mock-ups. In 1977, France's telephone administration had
shelves any number of new services projects, but Bernard felt
product's feasibility could only be proven through testing under
conditions. He knew his city well; he also knew local officials and
before them that he laid out his proposals. Velizy's deputy-mayor,
Wagner, who for 17 years had been chairman of the National Assen'"
P1T budget committee and prided himself on being a friend of
did not take much convincing. He liked the idea of a test being! ~:~::~
in his city, stamping it with the kind of sophisticated and a'
image that appealed to him.
The technical studies quickly showed that the VcHizy network.
more than adequate in terms of quality and the percentage of ho,m~"
businesses hooked up to the telephone network. The sO(;io-e<ODOI
make-up of the city's population was well above avernge.
encouraging fact. The deal was closed and Velizy designated to be
cradle of mass-market videotex.
Headed by Philippe Leclercq, a young Telecom engi neer sp',ciaili1
in data processing. the project team arrived in VcHizy in th"e~~";:=:
1977. Its job was to find investment partners willing to p
testing a new medium, to devise a number of consultation, game.
electronic transaction services, and to try them out on a sample of
4
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households equipped with term~nals by .France Telecom; in short. to test
the uses of home infonnatlOn services.
run The decision to test the electronic directory i~ the di~r~C1nent of
D1e-et- Vilaine (Brittany) owed more to the c~nvenlent proXimity. of the
CCErr than to any claim the area might have to a kind of
rcpresentativity. The CCETI .is in ~e city o! Rennes, the ".county seat"
of llle-Cl- Vilaine and the ennre Bnttany region, so the brampower was
already in place. to say nothing of the laboratory infrastructures that were
10 be used extensively. The data bases used to demonstrate Bernard
Mutt's Antiope format on the Didon and Titan videotex systems were
IIOr«I on the CCETf's computer. The local environment was thus
fnorable to furthering a project whose technological question marks, as
aU those involved knew full well, would be difficult to resolve.
The project team took up residence. Things we(e looking up, but it
bad occured to no one that, in lIIe-et-Vilaine. Fran~ois-Regis Hutin
reigned supreme. The owner of the Ollest-France newspaper monopolized
the ~onal print medium and was soon doing his utmost to derail the
project under the pretext that videotex was a potential competitor which
might drive print journalism out of business. Beginning in the summer
of 1979, Hutin was to wage a furious battle against France Telecom. He
was several times on the verge of carrying the day but would end up
~ng, ironically enough, for the good of the press as a whole. This victory
an defeat did not stop the inveterate scrapper from taking an equally
~ stand in 1986 against the proposed introduction of two new
pnvately-owned television stations in France.

The year of living
dangerously

=

How do you fire a politician's imagination? Gerard Thery is a past
IftISteT of the art of advancing projects that strike the imagination of the
~Iuc~nt listeners. Granted, videotex was proposed in November
ven to an mt~ragency meeting in lieu of other flawed data processing
~ but It was approved largely because it was promoted as an
..."'etto IBM's
..
.
. expanslonl~m
and as a piece
of advanced tec h no Iogy t hat
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was going to radically alter the Frenchman's communication
infonnation habits. Thanks to videotex, the argument wem, France
finally escape its chronic backwardness in emerging
technology and gain access to a new wonderland of electronic i',,10'"
tion and real-time communication. Gone were the days of the
society and tough luck for those who dealt in it! On February 26,
Thery was in Dallas for the opening of the Intelcom Trade Fair. "We
on the threshold of a far-reaching phenomenon whose
.
equal to that of the advent of the railroad or the airplane'" he
To make a splash, France Telecom's managers
videotex as a multi-faceted producL During the glory days of
of 1979, they were still thinking mass-market facsimile,
the politicians would fall for its fascinating aspects. They were
videotex with the Teletel interactive videotex project and the
directory. But most of all they were thinking Transpac, the flagship
French technology inaugurated in March 1979. It was at the height
its glory as the French X.25 format had just been adopted by the
world; and IBM, after a no-holds-barred battle, had been forced to
With such an overblown image, videotex was no doubt la,oci"ati...
The only danger was that it might throw a scare into people.

The match of the century: videotex vs, paper
In retrospect. Thery's Dallas speech has an innocent en""!lh
it. and it seems surprising that it triggered the uproar it did. In h~i'i adldn".
Thery naturally attacked the paper society head on, whose
were numbered. "Paper will only be needed at the end of the i',nfc,m,ation,
processing cycle and then o nly if the user wants it. This will be a
positive development because the transport - by foot. horse. or car - of
ever increas ing amounts of paper is choking our societies. Moreover, it
is a costly resource in every respect. and vulnerable." But at no time did
he pronounce the fateful words that were to goad the press into battle:
classified ads. It was not so much what he had said as where he had said
it that appears to have riled his countrymen. What! Had he really gone
to the United States to define French videotex policy. while in France
not a soul had been informed of what was afoot?
The people at Ouest-France had obviously got wind of the imminent
testing of the electronic directory in their backyard of IIIe-et- Vilaine.
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A d no one had even had the common courtesy to discuss the subject
~-to-face with the paper's owner, Me. Hutin! In his March ~. 1979,
column H. de Grandmaison wrote: ~he ~ews that t~e subscnbers of
Dle-et-Vilaine will be equipped startlOg 10 1981 With an advanced
directory assistance system called "videotex" has reached them from
Dallas-.. It may be that Mr. Thery's U.S. sta.tement. enhances French
prestige abroad. But, in Rennes and in Bnttany •.It. smacks of offhandedness." Thery's speech was definitely not to the hkmg of the owners
of toea1 dailies, who since 1968 when television ad~ertising ~ad becn
ushered in had becn operating in a comfortable b~slOess envlronme~t
IJld winning, year-in year-out. all their battles a~lOst ~e ne~ media.
They had carried the day against unlicenscd or p,rate radiO stations and
had succeeded in extremis in preventing the introduction of small-scale
cable networks. Everything was coming up rOses as ~a~ as they ~ere
concerned: the amount of advertising allowed on teleVISion was stnctly
controlled no new medium had made a real breakthrough, and they
compensa~ed a slow decline in readership with regular price hikes
enabling them to maintain their profit margins. The families tha~ ow~ed
the local newspapers were making a decent living and took a dim view
of prospects of change.
But 1979 was to be a year of bad tidings for newspaper 0:vners. They
sensed the imminent arrival of satellites and, concomitantly. the
inexorable introduction of marc television stations as well as the fragility
of the barriers to advertising they had erected between 1963 a~~ .1968_
At the same time, the Ministry of Finance revived the poSSlblh£y of
~triking Article 39 (a) from the tax code: Since t?C end. of .World War Il,
It had allowed newspaper publishers to put their proftts IOtO. a. separa~e
account for a period of five years for purposes of m~dern.lzlOg their
facilities. FUnhermore. they were aware that, despite their resls~nce! the
repeated attempts to set up unauthorized radio stations - lO~anab~y
nipped in the bud by the government - would on~ day culmlOa~e ill
government licensing. All of which sent a feehng of un~asmess
throughout the profession. These dangers, however, :-,ere stili only
vaguely apprehended, and it was difficult to do battle With shadows.
In the midst of all this, the videotex project arrived. It was a godsen~.
Ne~spaper publishers finally had "a sharply defined adversary... who In
all IOnocence sallies forth, exposed, in white gloves, plu.me, and ~ed
trousers," as Fran~ois Henrot put it. Henrot had been recruited by Thery
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~o ~ead. the Comme~ci~1 Affairs Division and to help him unravel the
tntncaCles of the antJ·vldeotex plot being hatched before his very e
And the first .skirmish occurred May 8, 1979. In his newsp/es.
Ouest.Fra?ce,. H..U(~tn pe~ned an article entitled "Transmission ~
Communication In which he vented his spleen (somewhat) ag "nst;
France Telecom. His lead was promptly followed by Presse·Oclan
de, /a M.anche, La Repuhliqz.,e du Centre-Ouest, La i\.fontagne, : :
NICe-Malin, alll~aI French dallies. The "radical defiance" movement was
born. as Jean-Mane Charon, one of France's foremost videotex and press
an.alysts, termed it. Between May 1979 and July 1980 the champions of
thiS move~~nt ~o~ght France Telecom tooth and nail, leaving no stone
unturned In JustifYing the rectitude of their cause: humanism, pluralism.
democracy vs. technocracy, bureaucracy, loss of civil rights, and so fo rth.
Charges and COuntercharges flew back and forth, filling the columns of
Ouest-FrmlCe and a number of local newspapers that had rallied to its
cause.

La;'

. The. anti-videotex crusaders forged ahead, studding their newspapeB
WIth artIcles that we~e hardly sanguine about the future of French society.
The October. 1979 Issue of the journal nliqua/, directed by Georges
Suffert, contamed an article entitled '"The Match of the Century: Teletext
vs. Paper". Three IittJe lines summed up the far-fetched fear haunting this
beleaguered crowd: "Whoever controls the telephone is powerfu l.
Whoever controls the telephone and the TV is very powerful. Whoever
should one day control the telephone, N, and the computer would be
as powerful as God the Father".
And so behin~ videotex there loomed the specter of Big Brother. It
~as an e~er effective argument, playing as it did to popular fears. T he
Issue of hberty lost struck a responsive chord in France, land of "liberty",
torn between too much and too little government. Good professionaJ
new.sman that .he was, Hutin, who knew how to appeal to the emotions
of hIS readershIp, (oo.k up. the cudgels again on March 20, 1980. '"Towards
C~ntrollcd ~nformatlOn? was his from page teaser in Ouest-France. All
~hmgs conSIdered, the article was quite scathing and was the first salvo
10 what was. ~ow a~ ?penly declared war. Until then newspaper articles
had been cTltlc.al, ralsmg the issues of democracy, pluralism, market (was
there one for vI~eote~?), and jobs, but they had not yet resor[ed to violen t
attac~s, prcfernng mstead to mix plays upon people's fears with
occasIOnal dashes of irony.
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It should be said that the press was not unanimous in its
condemnation of videotex. Newspapers like S,ul-Ouest, Ie Courrier picard,
Ja Oipicbt du Midi, and Ja Nou1.JeJie Republique du Centre·OIle5t were
rather in favor of the arrival of a new medium. They realized there was
no getting around it and had already adopted -various shades of
multimedia strategies. They preferred to lay the groundwork for a
successful plunge into the new medium. At the Coum'er picard, Bernard
Roux modified his paper's by-laws with just that in mind; at the NouvefJe
Ripublique du Centre-Ouesl, Jacques Saint-Cricq set up an ad hoc task
force for the same purpose. All of them ran articles on videotex that were
commendable for their neutrality if nothing else. Still, they were often
in an awkward position because of the campaign of denunciation being
waged by their fellow newspaper publishers, but they refused to take part
in it. From May 9, 1979. onward they repeatedly asserted for the benefit
of anyone listening that "the mission of the press was communication,
not ink and paper".
On May 8, 1980, two associations of regional dailies, the SNPQR and
the USPQR, issued a joint statement following a lunch with the Prime
Minister. In it they agreed in principle to participate in the Velizy venture
and called for the designation of a "press-telematics" commission, an idea
that met with the Prime Minister's approval. The commission would be
a forum for hammering out the terms under which the press would take
part in the VHizy test. Meanwhile, the advocates of compromise were
going door-to-door to promote their views and, on June 10, they held
talks with the Telematics Commission of the National Assembly.
Everything appeared to have been settled. The press had obtained the
guarantees it had been lobbying for and, subject to the resolution of some
minor reservations. was prepared to take part in the launching of videotex
when, in Saint-Malo, Brittany, a bomb went off.
The first test of the electronic directory got under way July 15, 1980,
in Saint-Malo, and France Telecom refused to disclose its findings. Two
days later, Messrs. Puhl and Bujon, presidents of SNPQR and USPQR,
respectively, met with the President of the Republic Valery Giscard
d'Estaing. The meeting was a letdown, and on August 2 France's
Telephone Consumer Protection Association, the AFUTI, launched an
investigation into the electronic directory. The findings, released
OCtober 21, were highly critical of France Telecom. On August 3,1980,
Philippe Gallard's byline led off an article in Ouest-France that concluded
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most equivocally:"A dictatorial power or invader could quite c."il".
off the electronic directory ... a system which in all likelihood
obsolete in five years". Was he implying that totalitarianism or
was waiting five years down the road? And supposing the tec,hnol!'ln"
indeed inappropriate and the system bound for the scrap heap'
years' time, wherein lay the danger to the foundations of freedom?
during those dire days, common sense had given way [0
faultfinding. Matters were to go from bad to worse when,
unCommon vehemence, politicians spanning the entire political
trum seized upon the telecommunications issue. Throughout
summer months of 1980, everyone did his bit to fan the fire and
newspaper campaign assumed such outlandish proportions that
Telecom engineers, who were caught completely off guard by the
could not begin to fathom why or how the situation had reached
a pitch.
Fran~ois Henrot had done his utmost to contain the
Nonetheless, whether the result of a youthful error in judgment or
misfired tactical maneuver, he acknowledged he had underestimated
extent of the crisis. To his way of thinking, the apprehension plaguii'"
the world of print journalism stemmed from a distorted view
videotex could really do. The problem, however, was that a number
newspaper publishers had taken at face value the do-it-all image of
videotex that Thery had sold to the government. To them "do-it-alr
meant the disappearance of their livelihood. The engineers thus learned
the hard way how risky it is to talk out of both sides of one's mouth, to
two different audiences, without a head-on collision occurring somewhere along the line. As for Henrot, he harbored no illusions about
videotex. He sensed its limits as well as its potential and felt sure that
the press had nothing to lose and everything to gain from its introduction
_ a fact that has moreover been borne out since. Accordingly, he
believed that a policy of openness, a willingness to exp lain, good-faith
bargaining, and detennination would be enough to extinguish the blaze.
But everyone was fanning the coals, including a number of would-be
arsonists inside France Telecom itself. There the Dondoux-Du Castel
report (only two copies of which had been distributed, though they were
fruitful and multiplied thanks to Xerox), gladdened the hearts of all those
who disputed the electronic directory in particular, and Thery's policies
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PTT Minister

Norbert Segard, although seriously ill, tried to coumer

rhese various attacks. He stated the case for videotex., building it around
the issue of fundamental freedoms. In the preamble he underscored the
absolute necessity for France to carry out the planned experiments,
without which "needs will not be revealerl", and went on to announce
five decisions in keeping with Parliament's demands: 1) Testing would
be limited to six months and involve 2,500 people. 2) The test would not
be conducted in a legal vacuum: publishing laws would be applied. 3) The
National Commission on Data Processing and Citizens' Rights (CNIL)
'WOuld be consulted. 4) A "Press and Tetematics" group would be set up
by the Prime Minister for the purpose of improving cooperation. 5) No
data communications-related decision would be taken without Parliament being fully informed. "Our main concern is to avoid being left out
of a world market valued at 15 to 20 billion francs. The fact of the matter
is that in the industrialized countries 27 videotex experiments are under
way; he added by way of conclusion.
When on November 14 Segard's successor, Pierre Ribes, walked into
the National Assembly for debate on the ¥IT budget, he suddenly
realized thai his predecessor's remarks had apparendy had no soothi ng
effect and he could read the exasperation on the lawmakers' faces. Attacks
were launched from every quarter. Rodolphe Pesce, Socialist, concurred
with the views of the neo-Gaullists Vivien and Noir. All three fulminated
against the brazen over-reaching of France Telecom, which had covertly
developed a system for undermining democracy. And they pulled out all
the stops: civil rights, pluralism, respect for citizens, aimlessness of a
strategy devised in a legal vacuum and under anarchic circumstances,
death of the press, flouting of the citizen's right to know, society's
levelling from below. Their aggravation had peaked. Parliament very
much resented having been kept in the dark about the technical and
political decisions taken by omnipotent France Telecom, whose general
manager had moreover a few months before been tagged the most
powerful man in France by Vivien. Insults began to rain down, and the
extent of the danger dawned on Ribes, who realized that to salvage his
administration's videotex policy he would have to compromise. And
compromise he did. A commission chaired by government adviser Pierre
Huet would be set up to monitor videotex testing. The press would be
eligible for start-up subsidies, and consultations would be continued.
Lastly, the electronic directory - its contents confined to that of the
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printed directory - would not be extended beyond JJle~et-Vulaim"
all tests had been evaluated. On the subject of civil rights. Ribes
the proposaJs submitted by Segard a few months earlier.
. This pac~age, which had the government backpedaling
fIrmed the tnumph of the press, had the beneficial effecl of
conflict ~hose resolution had been nowhere in sight For the
though. It had no effect on the members of Parliament, who
to let slip by such a glorious opportunity to wrangle. On Nc'Yelmb
Brigitte Gros, left-wing senator from the departement of the
caU~d for a redraft of the statutes regulating the press and
ArtIcle 39(a) - a surefire way to stir up the press! She would lurtb<~1
a "Supreme Court for Data Communications" C~'~J~~~~ti~;::;
Parliament, judges, and civil servants, under th~ banner
Telematics·.
On December 2, Edouard Bonnefous, center-right senator
Yvelines and owner of the newspaper Touttj les Nouvelles de
who until then had sat back while his editorialists and local
dueled the videotex program (which the scoundrels wanted to .
upon him in his own political backyard!) took the floor
examination of the PTf budget. As chainnan of the Senate
Committee, his speech took on special significance: .. It is about
Telecom spelled out its aims and a standing organization was set
contended that Ribes' proposals had not been acted upon,
commission set up to monitor testing was a figment of son_
imagination, and that it should be given substance and convened
larly. That same day, Jean-Marie Rausch went Bonnefous one
proposed nothing less than a policy bill concerning the future of
Ribes fired the last salvo in a war that had generated six pa:~~:::
reports and hundreds of newspaper and magazine articles
1980 by announcing on December J 2 that "no classified ads
carried on the Teletel system, a pilot-scale version of which is Scll~'"
to go on-line in June 1981 for 2,500 subscribers in the cicy of
In the process, he granted the press its last unanswered prayer
circumscribed de faCIO the editorial scope of other pubUshers on the
medium. And so hostilities finally came to an end for lack of
.
The annistice came none too soon in view of the fact that the
for the 300,000 tennina1s required to test the electr'on;c ,d;reClo~r 91".~
hanging fire. It was not to be filled until between the two rounds

COO",,"
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'on What a relief! For the advocates of videotex,
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oe
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y .e
protect team,
.
tal framework and France Telecom s fat subsl~:ere~~t,~x~~~oe; victory and the el'lsuing reorje~tation of d.ata
dies.
"
pol',cr were to have a telling effect, finally releasmg
communicatIons
d
energy that until then had been pent up by a rearguar movement.

The standards war
No one is so naive as to believe that a standard is applied because
the best, The history of the French television stan.dard, SE~A~,
offers a good object lesson of the truism that there IS no pOInt 10
inventing the highest performance technical standard a~ound If others
cannot be persuaded to adopt it. Experts the world over pnv~tely co~c~de
that SECAM is the Cadillac of television formats. ThiS ~dmlsslon
ROhrithstanding, all other countries, with the o~vjous exception of the
African nations _ with their historically close ties to France - and the
U.S.s.R., have adopted lower quality standards: PAL in. Europe and
NTSC in the United States. Today France enjoys its splendid format, a~d
iIoIation, and is doomed to ·compensate" its technical excellence ,w.lth
• dual-standard policy. It is forced to adapt all available teleVISIon
penphcrals to the SECAM format. In France, Japanese video cassette
recorden. are dual-standard (PAL/SECAM) and are that much more
npmsive for French consumers. When the SECAM standard was
tmmted in France the television receiver was still a stand-alone
apparatus, i.e. no oth'er equipment could be connected to the set. In v~ry
short order, television professionals came to suffer the drawbacks of uSlOg
• minonty fonnat. Only later did the general public become aware of t.he
problem. when television sets were first designed to be connected. With
~er equipment, including video tape reorders, computer terminals,
\'ideo d,s.k players. and video game consoles.
,
The lOS and outs of standardization are subtle, so subtle 10 fact that
• Winner Can often Limes be declared only after the dust has settled

It is
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d

tbt game of go, whose complex strategems arc unfamiliar to their
Western counterparts.
In the history of the standardization of videotex, me French would
appear to have been taken for ~ ride. They. made twO unforgivable
mistakes. First, in the teeth of fierce oppoSllIon from IBM, they had
achieved a stunning success with the adoption of the X.25 data
communications standard at the same time as the Transpac network
~ame operational. It may be noted in passing that IBM was the first
to render its equipment compatible with the Transpac network. Second
error _ and a doozy _ they were the last to climb on board as videotex
was pulling nut of the station. The "victims" of X.25 had had all the time
in the world to put up a united front agamst the French.
In (act, the battle of videotex standards had been raging since the
mid-1970s. Already at the lime the French, who did not as yet have much
to oHer but whose technological choices would take shape in the years
to come, attempted to derail the British teletext system, Ceefax, and build
a consensus around the interactive videotex standard, Viewdata. As
related earlier, Gerard Thcry had gone to London to discuss a common
standard with the representatives of the British Post Office, but
negotiations fell through. Since then, the British strategy in Europe's
standardization forum, the European Conference of Postal and Telecommunications Administrations (CEP1), which, let it be said, has more in
common with international public relations than technical discussions
on standards, had paid off. In any event, the British were alone in
introducing an operational system in the midst of experts' deliberations.
In 1978 in Munich, the videotex club that until then had only twO
members _ the French and the British - admitted a third one, the
Canadians, who introduced their videotex standard, Telidon. Unlike the
European approaches, which integrate broadcasting and voice and data
communications, Telidon is modeled on data processing. At the 1980
meeting of the Inlernational Telegraph and Telephone Consultative
Committee (CCIT1) in Montreal, three standards - Antiope (French),
~restel (British), and Telidon (Canadian) - were adopted as basic
~nternational videotex formats. All involved thought they had won, but
to actual fact all had lost. It would dawn on them years later. In 1981,
at an international colloquium on videotex in Toronto, the United States
brazenly announced the NAPLPS format, which had been developed by
An and introduced as a de facto standard.
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It transpired that adopting three such different standards amounted
in reality to deciding nothing. Between 1980 and 1982, the battles among
Europeans - each country vying to impose its standard on the others
- were [0 be costly. Especially since the British had in the meantime
succeeded in selling Prestel to the Federal Republic of Germany, the
Netherlands, Belgium, and Italy. All had purchased terminals and various
types of equipment using the Prestel fonnat. They were not about to
stand by idly while the French attempted to impose their standard; they
would stand united in their rejection of the French and Canadian formats.
The Germans, who had had little to sayan the subject until then, turned
downright hostile in early 1981. They set out to introduce additional
features, whose net resuh was to make French terminals incompatible
with German specifications. It signaled the outbreak of a technological
state of war that was to last several years. There would be set-los on the
soft alphabet, on matrix size (to x 10 vs. 6 x 6 points), and on a1l
manner of gadgets, the most humorous of which remains the three-sided
flashing feature to which the Germans seemed very attached and whose
only value is to simulate a turning wheel on the screen. The outcome
of these fierce, not to say ridiculous, altercations was a single "European
videotex standard", the CEPT format, which covers ten different profiles.
Which amounts to adopting not one but ten standards, thereby ensu ring
the non-compatibility of the various European videotex systems. The
upshot is that French videotex, a success, is as unexportable today as
British videotex, a failure. It's fine to talk about a united Europe as long
as it's always in the future tense!
1980 (and the very beginning of 1981) was Lhe year of living
dangerously: battles with the press, hostilities with Parliament, wrangling
over standards. Even in retrospect it is difficult to say why the conflict
reached the pitch it did, why the data communications program
metamorphosed so suddenly into public enemy number one, how France
Telecom came to be accused of being a power-grabbing machine run
amok. If it is bewildering to consider how the anti-videotex conflict blew
up, it is just as surprising to contemplate how quickly chis tempest in
a teapot subsided. There can be no denying that the left, which took over
the reins of government in May 1981, made the right decisions.
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ntil1978 some fifteen people at the most at France Telecom,. not
including inventors, were concerned by the video~ex prolec.t.
They were scattered among the DAII under Jean-Pierre SOUV.Iron Gerard Thery's inner circle of coworkers, and the CNET under Alam
Gi~ud, who had recently set up a "Communications Rese~rc~ Department- specifically tasked to reflect on new services and thelt Impact on
society. So the final decision on what the system would be was th~ r~sult
of countless hours of open deliberations, not closed-door negotiatIOns,
but for the average engineer it was just as if it had been .. True, some ~ad
got wind of the projects, but in terms too vague to co.nJure u.p anythmg
in particular. The manufacturers had returned to their drawmg boards,
bent on dragging their feet. The systems and software houses were a.s yet
unaware that these projects involved them and that they w~uld be hlg~ly
instrumental in seeing them through. The newspaper pundits were laVish
in their commentaries on the Nora-Mine report, which had even made
the 1V news in faraway Singapore, but few had any detailed knowJedge

U

of what it had spawned.
..
.
France Telecom was not in the habit of commuOicatmg With the
Outside world, in particular because communication was not its line. Its
highly technical "telecomese" was as clear as pea soup for most observers,
a fact abundantly illustrated by its frays with the press. ~e p~blem was
that it was hard put to change its style of delivery and, slflce Giscard had
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given the go-ahead, matters were settled as far as it was concerned.
is more, it was locked in an all-out race with the British, who were
toying with the idea of selling Preste! worldwide. In the so,n<1.tui
secretive house of France Telecom, doing. not talking, had always
paramount; results, it was reasoned, would put any doubts to rest.
project team accordingly set to work in silence. slicking to its local
of operations, with strict instructions to keep a low profile 35 the nal:io,"'.
debate turned increasingly acrimonious.

Preparing for the Grand Opening
France Telecom's top management accounted for very few of the
50-odd people who would have a direct hand in carrying out the videotes:
experiments. Only the two project heads (for the videotex system in
Velizy and the electronic directory in I1le-et-Vilaine) were veteran house
engineers. The others, with few exceptions, would be recruited on the
open labor market, with or without the help of headhunters dependi"l
on the position, but always on the basis of the non-technicaJ professional
skills they possessed. It would be their job to set up partnerships and to
devise videotex services for testing, in conjunction with this new-found
reservoir of professional talent.
So in 1978 the two ships of French telecommunications set out to
sea in rough waters, while the majority of those who had stayed behind
on the wharf, where their careers would be less exposed to the elements.,
looked on somewhat skeptically. The adventurous few, however, took to
sea with joy in their hearts, a great project before them, convinced they
were toiling for the future, unaware of the difficulties that would
punctuate their journey. Had they known, would they have set out?
Would they have given so unstintingly of themselves, had they known
that France Telecom would show so little appreciation? Would they have
put in so many sleepless nights, had they imagined that upon their return
~ as was the fate of a number of them - they would be left standi ng
WIth no more baggage than a few memories of their lives as videotex
pioneers. True, some turned the experience to good account, especially
those who had been shrewd enough to choose the electronic directory
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. ct But who could predict in 1978 or 1979 that France Telecom
~~.
..
a1
.
th
would reward its own, those who had worked on Its mtern project - e
electronic directory - by slighting those who ha~ brought a~out the
succeSS of mass·market videotex, of much greater Lmportance 10 terms
of volume?

Velizy, the cradle of French videotex
It would be baptized Teletel. The matter of what to call the Velizy
operation first arose in July 1978. A brainsto:ming grou~ was. conven~d
to come up with a name at once ideal, beautlful, suggestive, likeable, m
short a name of distinction, not the usual laboratory-inspired code name.
And so Teletel was pulled out of the hat - one of 36 possibilities
including such forgettable classics as Tam-tam, Date~•. J?igiself, SelfVideo, A1teritel, Ariagen, to name just a few. The definitive name was
chosen in September; a glossy brochure was then printed up that
depicted even by today's standards a dreamworld of videotex possibilities.
In a word, or so the brochure, Teletel does it al\. The user can
·communicate, make inquiries, act", it says. Would such a sales broc~ure
seU Teletel or would it be the source of many a letdown? At the tlrne,
program volunteers went into the experiment with the con~iction ~at
they were being handed me tool of the future. Today Vt%zy remams
synonymous for many with videotex. In Velizy a segment of me
population came face-to-face for the first time with an unknown
technology. 2,500 guinea pigs volunteered for the operation. Some
80 service providers were on-line as early as 1982. Households used the
system six times a month on average, consulting 20-odd services for a
total connect time of one-and-a-half hours per month.
These overall figures concealed a number of pronounced disparities,
however. Age disparity: people under 30 used their terminals more than
those over 30. Gender d.isparity: women used them but little. Class
disparity: top executives connected more often than middle management
types, who in tum called more often than blue collar workers. Further,
a flagrant disparity emerged in terms of services used. Five service
providers alone accounted for over half the calls: two electronic journals,
an electronic mail service, the French national railway (the SNCF), and
one network promotion service, Teletel 3 V, proposed by the project team.
As far back as the VClizy days, the phenomenon of what the French call
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the "closet terminal" or dust collector manifested itself: 30
households never used their terminals, while 20 % alone accounted
over 60 % of all calls. Lastly, an analysis of the Velizy statistics
a typology of electronic products and target audiences
.
were four categories: transaction services, involving only a
subscribers but widely used; electronic mail services, which had
devotees, who the time come would demonstrate their ardent dedi,:at~
to the service; games, which scored the biggest success, consulted by
half the subscribers; and information services, which made an:e~·;;~:
breakthrough. Mention shou ld likewise be made of the
services, which achieved more modest scores but which were
quite suited to the new medium.
Three years had elapsed between the project team's arrival in
and its compilation of these initial statistics. Three years of un,e'mittiJ~
labor spent perfecting and industrializing the terminals, building
sample group of volunteers, marshalling service providers, installing
ho~t system, and adapting the network. At first the team's job was
easIer by the municipal authorities, fascinated by the new project
subsequently had to contend with the increasing hostility of the
and elected officialdom.

Some people regarded the Velizy program as a test of the technology'
involved on account of the fact that the team often had to grapple
problems of a technical n~ture. But the VeJizy venture was designed first
and foremost to test services, hence the unorthodox choice of terminal
equipment that stood in COntrast to the decision in Rennes to go with
a stand-alone terminal. The videotex services in Velizy were designed fot
home entertainment purposes. Accordingly, the TV screen looked like
the ideal med~um ~or "playing" ~ideotex since it offered the advantages
of color and high pIcture resolullon. The installation of another terminal
in the home would also thus be avoided. So the decision was made to
use a simple decoder cum alphanumeric keyboard. Better yet, this
package was designed to be stored away beneath the TV set after use. The
devi~e .turned out to be a non-starter and would be jettisoned in favor
of MlOlt~1 on the charge that it compounded television viewing conflicts.
What child or, for that matter, what adult would be so ill-mannered as
~o inter~pt a. television pr.ogram being watched by the entire family to
IDdulge 10 a little electroniC video!
But in no time an unexpected technical problem arose. To use the
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decoder (quickly nicknamed "hot plate" on ac.count of its shap.e), the
be equipped with an accessones socket. In mld-1979 It
set nee ded to
. h V'I·
dawned on the team that there were too few sets 10 t e e IZy a~ea
. d with this wretched little socket to make for a decent samplmg
j~~:'teers. Flabbergasted at the thought that it had overl0o.ked such
• minor detail - as silly as it was fundamental - the project t~am
suddenly found itself back at the drawing boar? It, r~asoned that. smce
nO( enough people had the right kind of ~ set I." Vehzy the ex~nmcnt
should be expanded to include oth.er ~elghb~n~g towns to ~U1ld up a
representative sampling, fail~ng which Its statlSlICS woul~ be Irrelevant.
Nearby Versailles was conSidered, as were the townships of Val-deBievre, Jouy-en-Josas, Les Loges-en-Josas. and Buc.
.
From the technical standpoint., the idea made sense. Avallable
network capacity and geographical prox!mity di~ta~ed the team's
decision, which on the face of it was so logical that It SImply neg~ected
to inform local authorities of its intentions. As luck would ha~e It, the
center-right senator from the Yveiines, Edouard Bonnefous,.chalrman of
the Senate Finance Committee, and owner of the local dally TOlltes les
Nouulles de Versailles would hear nothing of such plans. He was not
about to sit on his ha~ds while videotex was forced upon a city in which
he virtually monopolized the news. To ~ake matter:' worse, the mayor,
Mr. Damicn, and the chairman of the regional counCil had learned of the
planned extension of the videotex project from the newspapers, a way
of doing business that struck them as offhand to say the least. The three
elected officials found themselves in complete agreement: They would
drag their feet throughout the experiment and a few months later help
mount an all-out attack on videotex in the press.
Blissfully ignorant of the brewing storm and delighted to ~~ve
enough volunteers at last., the project team set. about .rec~ltmg
households for sampling. But how to go about composmg a sOCiOlOgically
representative sampling when its avowed aim was to court the
·population of the year 2,OOO"? The predicame~t was cO.~pO~mded by the
fact that the services involved lent the operation an ehtlst Image - the
term "tclematics revolution" was even bandied about - and by the fact
that the service providers, who were taking the risks, demanded
assurances that the terminals would indeed be used - and not to collect
dust So the beleaguered project team had to come up with something.
it opted for a mixed solution, involving twO population segments: one
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sampling of 1,500 "sociologicaUy" representative
"super-sampling" of 1,000 people viewed as potentially
that did the trick. The compromise solution was to hold
the experiment. The guinea pigs were complete ly unaware
concerns, and the experimenters would obtain the inIon.
needed. Only outside observers and research workers
nothing for their pains. They would never be able to read
the statistical readouts, difficult to decipher for those
involved in comp iling them.
Pragmatism, rapid intervention, voluntee rism, and
were the watchwords of Philippe Leclercq and his team.
the order of the day because their work lay outside
anything that had gone before; as the press never let readem
project was a world's first. Never before had a videoteX
concentrated in one metropolitan area; never before had
distributed to the public free of charge; and never before
thought necessary to muster a large number of services for
such an operation. In short, only in France - Velizy to be
an experiment been mounted on such a scale. The project
to contend with the hazards of a premiere, and pragmatism
Rapid intervention was likewise called for because of
with the British, who were still cruising along and who
the planet with Prestel if Teletel's feasibility was not
forthwith. Speed was also of the essence because it is the
behind an experimem. its momemum, its tempo. An inlt.::::
and the spe ll is broken. All those either intimate ly .
venture - users, service providers, network operatives - or
concerned - decision makers, elected officials, journalists their attention held, indeed riveted.
Volunteerism too was a focus since there was naturally
at the outset from local operators or nationwide supp liers for
involved, even less so from private individuals, who at best
to participate in a test that bore the stamp of something new
It was thus paramount to convince, explain, elicit a sense ot
to the project, persuade people to get invo lved, dispel
confound objections, in short sell an intangible asset - no
Hence the project team's interventionism, which would
than one, and which might have been handled more adroitly,
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th f at analysis videotex would not have got off the ground.
...._ene, ~~stility was quick to home in on France Telecom an~ a
'.'
1_
the groundwork of a videotex plan that had first
was
uaymg
.
'
I 1980 B th
hackles of all the nation's press In th~ spnng ~
. y e
dill same year, politicians of every stnpe had Jumped on the

~:; bandwagon.
~

to its usual approach, France Telecom ~ve Philip~e
relatively free rein in running his project. Free rem, though, .dld
oblivion, and when Thery paid a visit to the Teletel project
June 1980 he was taken aback by what he saw. There.he was
that the system was about to go on-line only t? reahze that
was working quite right, that none of the technical programs
I.....;ing any headway, and, worst of all, that whole sections ~f. the
bad not been integrated. The situation was such that Phlhppe
was unable to give him a date for the start-up of the Teletel
team was overwhelmed by the complexity of the project and,
it had invested notwithstanding, could not piece together the
puts of the system.
it is true that the technical solutions opted for at VHizy were
modeled on the Prestel system, whose salient feature was by no
simplicity since the entire system was in the same tight grip.
heated discussions had been held between the project team,
lit
the central computer system to playa leading part, ~nd
Telecom's data communications people, who advocated cuttmg
number of available functions in favor of the facilities of the
houses involved in the project. According to the Velizy scheme
):,::':~n'O~flsa compromise between the two approaches - the
~
had to meet such complex standards that, rather than
OWn data processing tools, they were better off leasing pages
=~~:t~host system (which uses an array of six Mini-6 computers);
the project team's responsibility to make the necessary data
upgrades. Unlike some major, highly computerized compaR«iotlle,a leading French mail -order house; the French national
the SNCF; or banks) that use their own data processing systems
remote information retrieval centers, the service firms all
for access to Vclizy's host system. The difficulty involved in
OUt such an operation may readily be imagined, and the

'_,ted

:

57

THE MINITEL SAGA
THREE, TWO, ONE, LIFT OFF!

~:7~~~i~~~~

do everything alone carries with it the danger of

h
.
Somewhat annoyed, and anxious to wra
elections in the o W '
p up t e project _
Th'
k
ng, might someone else inaugurate "his"
ery cas cd lie-dc-France Reg'o 1 M '
the technical side of the
.
~ na . anager Pierre Lestrade

moving. The operations

e:;?~~:~'s ~~~ :~e~son, things r~ally
matte~ went all ouetd~Od g~PkPlhng with

manner of complex technical
on track.

' q U i c y got

timeLi:erare~ from
'd'
VI

the technical problems that had occupied most
e proJ~ct team was to focus its energy on devising and n,arketJi

eotcx services. The problem however

th..

d,?

typesetting terminal, that little r:,achin
' .was at It
nor
e whIch produces videotex
virtually automatically. What was
operational. Team members furned ;;:~re,. the host sys~em was not
forgotten father of Tic.tac and b
d ,eplshl y [0. Chnsflan Carrouge.
o h' T 16
, e g g e Or a modicum of storage " paci1
n I.S . 00 computer from the Telemecani ue Co
.....
BOUVier, not one to wait un61 solu60ns are se~ed u rporatlon.
. Lh
P on a platter,
been asked [0 promote videotex /a fi
rall{alSe roughout the world,
he was out to im ress H

a
Federat~on's congr~ss i~ Ca:a~~:~:' ~u~~a~o n:~n!;~~~~tional

Race<'"
presentmg the applications that Bernard M .... ' h d
whatsoever
th
a. d a concocted for M()Sc<,,,'
and th t
wild M~ were . ehonl y Ones then available. He did nOt think that
f
scow n Ig ts would capture th .
'~rlOterest 0 car racing aficionados
and Moroccan officialdom He
with applications suitabl~ for w~ewl IOg.to gOBto Casablanca, yes, but
typesetting equipment available he °s~lon .. ec~use ther~ was no
Carrouge's T.1600 compute r
'cd' t the first Images directly on
herculean task and he would , e~c mg each bit one by one. It was a
nee
days for the 'second One B . a wee k to produce the first image, two

New York City and St~khutl In ~blan~a, foU.owed by Toronto,
applications to show. He acqu?r:' fo e ~adb IOc;~asmgly sophisticated

:01:!:;: c~;;~:;~~::r~h:~

was

es~~ci~l~yeval::~ll: ~~ ~:t ~e~e~~~;~i

experienced firms, Telesyst~:~o;n;v~~~~~ videotex as a result. Two
T·1600, underpowered and ill.adapted.
' took over from the old
While Bouvier was busy 0 th·
.
10 Paris for the big Unesco :oll e J~tema~onal scene, Marti was back
oqUium 0 1979 where the ongOing

Fl2flco-British war had taken a preposterous turn with what the British
called the "screwdriver affair"; who but the general manager of France
Telecom, stung by the imposing British presence, could have ordered
their powerlines cut, thereby preventing them from demonstrating their
wares. The British, their blank screens staring back at them, could not
get over it. The French engineers manning the neighboring stand, all
their screens alight, thought it was a cheap move and decided of their
own accord to cut their link with the host system in the city of Rennes.
Each and every videotex screen was now blank. Within a half hour the
affair got back to Thery, who gave the order to re-establish the
Paris·Rennes link. A few hours later, the British had their power restored
_ as if by miracle.
The Teletei team paid little attention to such amusing goings-on; it
had deadline worries. It had to develop a host of services with somewhat
reluctant providers. Its multiservices approach meant it would have to
devise a wide range of applications: system familiarization, electronic
mail/mailboxes, data base consultation, transactions. The team turned to
people of different backgrounds and corporate mentalities. After all what
did the press and the banking community, insurance companies and
government agencies have in common except the fact that they could
all be present on the same medium? The Teletel team was faced with a
language problem in that it had a different pitch for each potential user
depending on how it perceived it. Ever the pragmatic one, the team was
totally unprepared for the vehemence of the impending national debate
on videotex, which would be fueled by France Telecom's so-called
internal contradictions.
With deadlines fast approaching, the project team, ever mindful of
the stated aims on the Velizy test (code-named T 3V), assigned top
priority to a quantita6ve approach (the greater the number of services,
the better for testing purposes) rather than a qualitative approach (the
more sophisticated the services, the more attractive Teletel) once the
experiment was extended to include Versailles and Val-de-Bievre. Its
decision would long be a source of controversy, und understandably so
since many services in Velizy were on the critical list, while a handful
accounted for the bulk of traffic. Hindsight of course is twenty-twenty,
and it was no simple matter to see from the outset that publishing
videotex services was a craft in its own right. Putting out a newspaper
Or magazine did not automatically translate into doing as much on

58
59

THE MINITEL SAGA

videotex; a. conventional telephone reservation service was one

~o,:kable vIdeotex reservation service, another. All the service
I~vlted to p3.rticipate in the Velizy test were to make
discovery, w.hlch ~s common knowledge today.

A quant'ry~onented, multiservice approach meant lending assi.....
to a whole host of partners. Typesetting terminals were made
to ~o[ential service providers. They were also offered the services
vanous terms and conditions, of systems and software houses.•
Teleco~ even. went s~ far as to ~ubsidize certain host systems. In
pot~~tl~l. s~rvlce provIders re~elved ~e.chnical and financial support
~hclr 101tJa~lon to the new medlUIil. Vt!hzy's Teletel system officially
mto Opcr:"tlon J..uly 9, !981 . 80 service providers had helped publish
30,000 dlsplar pages that were stored in the host computer in
All that remained was to let the experiment run its course and to
conclusions.

EDS start-up in Ille-et-Vilaine
, .The. electronic directory team was put together in the wake of
Veilzy vldeot~x crew. The names of the first two project heads have been
lost to postenty. For reasons of ill heaJth, competence and authority _ or.
la~k thereof - they were unable to make any headway. ]n the wings.
Mlster ~DS,Jean-Paul Maury, was awaiting his chance. He had just spent
a sabbatical year at the Auguste-Comle Institute within the confines of
the .trele PO~}'lechnjque, France's premier engineering institute, which had
g:aduated hIm a few years earlier. He was perfectly prepared to bully both
hl~ t~am an~ the. manufacturers to. see the electronic directory through.
HIS I~s~ctlons Jnclu~ed some shght references to experimemal ai ms,
b~t hiS JO~ was to bC1~~ the project on-line. Installing the electronic
dlrect~ry In llIe-et- Vtlame meant hooking up 250,000 people, an
operatIon .that dwarfed the "small-scale" samples in Velizy. The scale of
the operatlo~ st~mmed from the type of service being tested. Callers use
an electronIc directory service when they want to know someone's
t~lephone .number. There is no poim in offering an all too limited service,
slOce the IOformation it would then offer would already be available in
the. caller's. memory or address book. An entire dipa.rteme1l1 seemed a
logical chOice, and IlIe-ct- Vilaine happened to be near the CCETT
wh~~e gray ~atter. and technical infrastructures would be heavil;
soliCited, especially In the early going.
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M
was bent on conducting the project his way; he was not onc
,urorymise and was apparently not overly impressed by the work that
tO COmp
.'
,- h d
had gone before him. To hear him telllr, nothlOg had been acc~mp IS e
before his arrival. This, however, overlooks the fact that the. malO features
of the electronic directory had been worked out by IOventors. a.nd
incorporated in one shape or another into the prototypes o~ ChristIan
Carrouge and Bernard Marti. Quite obviously inventors and builders were
on entirely different wavelengths, a phenomenon that is as old as ~e
hills, and just as easily explained. Inventors ha~e a m~rke~ propen~lty
for constantly fine-tuning their inventions. An lOventlOn IS somethlOg
of a child and an invt!ntor's affection for his baby knows no hounds. but
then again he is never entirely satisfied with it and so is driven in a
never-ending search for perfection. Builders, however, have one-trac~
minds: They want to transform the invention into a product and. ~ut It
on the market. Builders naturally dismiss out of hand any additIOnal
innovation, regardless of its value, that might delay a product:s
completion. To the inventor's way of thinking, builders deplet~ their
efforts. For builders, inventors are quibblers. But Maury had no time to
hem and haw. The first test of the electronic directory was set for no later
than the summer of 1980 in the northern coastal town of Saint-Malo.
A year remained to clear up four major problem areas.
Unlike the choice of TV-based videotex in Vilizy, a stand· alone
terminal , the future Minitel , had been selected for the electronic directory
service in Rennes. Only the most basic features, however, had b~en
settled on: an alphanumeric keyboard and a display screen - nothlOg
else. There remained the matter of ergonomics, i.e. defining the
terminal's design and spelling out terms and specif~cations for .the
manufacturers. Very early on the problem of man·machlOe commUnlca·
tion reared its ugly head: when consulting a phone-book., the use.r leafs
through it and eventually comes upon the sought.after mfonnatlon. A
SCreen cannot be leafed through and so a dialog suitable for use ~n a
display unit had to be devised from scratch, and over tw? years wen~ IOta
analyzing the structure and perfecting a form of dialog that IS ~n
acknowledged masterpiece today. The third undertaking involved compll.
ing and organizing a data base of 250,000 entries. It was a long .sh.ot,
especially in view of the fact that the scheme adopted for Il.le-et- Vdame
had to be applicable throughout the country. In fact, once It covered all
of France, the electronic directory would be the world's largest data base.
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Las~ but not least, the architecture of the interrogation and i;nf',m"';
retnevaJ network had to be worked out, one that could withsta d
onslaug~t of thousands of instantaneous and random calls and n
them WithOut delay.
Who would have imagined that it would take momhs to
keyboard? Should the keys be arranged in alphabetical or azerty*
How .muc~ space should there be between them and should th
organized Into sep.arare blocks (letter keys, number keys, function ey
It ,"?ay not look like much, but concocting a keyboard is co,"plk,;"
busm~ss. Resear~h workers first explored the pOssibility of arranging
k~ys. In alphabetIcal order. The electronic directory terminal would
dl~tnbute~ free of charge to all consumers and simply supersede
pnnted dlfectory. But, th~y argued, nOt everyone knows how
to.uch-type and many are Ignorant of the azeny keyboard the
WIdely ~sed in F:ance. They thus decided to arrange the
alphabet.J.cal orde.r In the belief that everyone would thereby be
on an equal footmg.

AI~in . Giraud, who from his perch at the CNET had been aa
enthuSI~.tJC observer of the eVOlving videotex program, sent Jean-Claude
MarcovlCl, a.yo~ng Telecom engineer fresh Out of one of France's leadins
t:chno!ogy InSt.ltutes, the Ecole Normale Supin'eure, to Great Britain to
~ ther tnfOrmatiOn on .new telecommunications services. Upon his return
Franc~, .he ~as as~lgne~ to handle research on the keyboard of the
future Mtnltel 10 conJunc.tlon with a research and development consul£aney, S~RI-RenauJt, which submitted five keyboard mock-ups all in
alphabetlc~1 order. naturally. Giraud asked Marcovici to slip in an "~zerty.
keyboard Just to see what would happen. What happened was that it
rn.akes absolutely no difference what order the letters are in for someone
With no keyboard experience. But for those who know how to touch-ty
howe~er badly, an "abc" keyboard is nothing short of exas rati:;'
(S~dles conducted in the United States. in Bell Telephone lab:to . g.
arnved at the same conclusion.) For Marcovici the s£andard typew~~;
keyboard wa~ the on~y c~oice. He was to be heeded only much later, after
users had VOIced their displeasure with the "abc" keyboards. For the time

°

• Th~ most wid~ly used kMlOOa d ' F
C
f'
A Z E R T Y.
-,
r In rance, t,,~ Irsl k~ys on the

lOp leuer row being

being. though. they seemed to be the spearhead of Telecom's massmarket strategy and no one wanted to go back on them. Then there was
die matter of structuring the keyboard: creating space; setting off blocks
for the letters, the figures, and the function keys; arranging the characters
in some sort of order; designing an attractive. straightforward keyboard.
More easily said than done. The keyboard of the electronic directory
rerrninal was tiny compared with that of conventional typewriters.
Carving out space in a small area would be no easy task. In addition, there
was the matter of the numbers: they were layed out one way on the
pocket calculators widely available at the time and another on the still
little known push-button phone. Which was it to be? Several models
-.tnt by the boards before today's Minitel keyboard, whose design
fascinates foreigners, emerged.
Although engrossed in the keyboard dilemma, Marcovici did not lose
sight of the need to design the dialogs for the electronic directory.
Between the cities of Lannion and Rennes, combatants were girding their
loins for the momentous "theological" battles to come. Should the terminal be dedicated to the electronic directory by outfitting it with specific
function keys such as 'profession', 'dipartement'. and 'city'? Or should
consideration be given to an open-ended terminal designed to connect
with other services? After all, the electronic directory terminal was but
one option among many in a wide range of services. This second approach
carried the day. The user would not communicate with the machine by
means of specific function keys on the keyboard; rather he would key
in responses to questions or instructions displayed on the screen.
There also arose the question of whether the electronic directory
should be a clone of its paper counterpart, with electronic yellow and
white pages. or whether its layout should be rethought for the new
medium. Marcovici tested all available options throughout the summer
of 1980 on the Saint-Malo site. This memorable experiment touched off
the regional press' sweeping offensive against supposedly omnipotent
France Telecom, which had had the effrontery to test an electronic
directory and then withhold the results. Although the Saint-Malo test was
a public relations disaster, the experiment generated extremely valuable
information, demonstrating that the white/yellow pages approach was
unsuitable for electronic consultation, as were the printed phone book's
professional listings. It paved the way for dialog specifically adapted to
the electronic directory: the single format approach used today.
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But most important, the test spotlighted an unsuspected problem
arising in connection with the design of the display pages. To the
engineer's way of thinking, a page is a page; what matters is not its form
or its layout but the information it contains. The user, though, wants to
find his bearings in a display page and grasp what it is trying to say. Andre
Hatala had been trained at the school of me great French designer, Roger
Tallon (who came up with the name '"Minitelj. and he knew what form
and layout were all about Since going to work for France's leading
multimedia group, Havas, he had given considerable thought to the
maUer. He would introduce a specific approach to screen design, on the
basis of which research was to resume along more productive lines. He
reasoned in terms of how the caller would use the terminal and worked
up a hierarchy of utilitarian and esthetic criteria. The display pages he
designed would be tested in 1981 on 1,000 people in four townships near
Rennes. They are the same pages consulted today on the electronic
directory service. Almost three years of persistent effort were required
to hit upon a straightforward, easy-to-memorize, effective dialog. In data
processing as well as in design, nothing is more complicated than keeping
it simple.
Another 18 months were to go by between the "four townships"
experiment and the February 4, 1983, inauguration by PTT Minister
Louis Mexandeau of the Electronic Directory operation in llIe-et-Vilai ne.
Why the wait.. when everything was apparently working smoothly?
Terminals, a data base "manager" run on a CCETT computer, and suitable
dialogs, all the componem parts of the electronic directory systcm
appeared to be in place. Moreover, Herve Nora, of France Telecom's
Commercial Affairs Division, was pushing to have the system extended
posthaste to the rest of the departement. He ran up against the formal,
nevcr-to-be-recanted opposition of J-P. Maury and his team, who did
not wish to run the risk of extending a system that was still nothing more
than a large-scale pilot project. They wanted to get off to a good start with
a reliable, industry-ripe system. Eighteen months of hard-fought
negotiations were in store for them with two industrial consortiums:
SESA and CAP-Sogeti.
Maury's enlisting of two consortiums was a novel approach that
wou ld turn out to be the key to the successful completion of his project.
He apparently hit on the solution in the early going. He realized that it
would be difficult to resolve the purely technical difficulties and
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subsequently to industrialize the solutions, and he was determined to
involve manufacturers, not researchers, in devising the system. He
surrounded himself with a skeleton crew of seven researchers, who in
1980 would have two prototypes of the electronic directory system
designed and built by SESA and CAP-Sogeti, each working along
different lines. Thus, if all or part of onc scheme misfired, he could fall
back on all or part of the other. Which was just what happened: the
existing electronic directory system incorporates elements of the SESA
approach (the concentrator and the retrieval center) and features of the
CAP-Sogeti plan (the data base and the documentation center). As the
program headed into the home stretch, the only remaining problem was
to integrate the two sub·assemblies.
In actual fact, the electronic directory system is relatively easy to
understand. The user turns on his Minitel and keys in 11; perhaps
hundreds of thousands of callers do likewise at the same time; the system
must therefore be able to "concentrate" the traffic. Next the user
formulates his request - he wishes to find out the telephone number
of so-and·so in the city of Lourdes, for example. As soon as the caller
begins to type the person's name and city of residence on the Minitel
keyboard, he connects with a retrieval center that manages the request
and routes the caller to the documentation center where the relevant
information is stored. The number is transmitted directly by the
documentation center.
Besides being straightforward, the scheme is cleverly designed. The
idea of separating the documentation centers from the retrievaJ centers
injects a high degree of flexibility into the system by preventing one part
of it from overloading the other. And indeed the request is barely keyed
in when it is automatically rerouted to a documentation center, thereby
freeing the retrieval center for further questions. An added precaution:
the documentation centers and retrieval centers have not been evenly
distributed throughout the country. There are more retrieval centers
(about 25) than documentation centers (about 10), and the data have been
divided among the various documentation centers.
Therein lies the beauty of the electronic directory, from which it
derives its flexibility and reliability. The novelty of it all is to be found
in its use of a multipoint network and a distributed data system. Still the
only one of its kind in the world, this scheme was extended throughout
France from February 1983 to December 1987.
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Presidents come and go, but...
Is there any truth to the contention that the videotex project
about to be put to rest in May 1981, when a Socialist president
office? To this day many claim as much. True enough, in the
month of May nothing was operational yet. In Vflizy, where videotex
scheduled to be unveiled in late 1980, nothing was yet on display for
average datacom watcher, even though a great deal had indeed
accomplished. At the time, users had only begun to receive their
plates"; some would be provided with a Minitel sometime down the
and the host system was not yet fully operational. The press, which
recovered much of its composure since the long, hot summer of
still balked at videotex. Service providers, heavily assisted by the
team, were only just putting the finishing touches on the services
were supposed to submit to the public. In IIle~et~ Vi laine, the
memory of the ill~fated Saint~Malo test had not yet been erased
"four townships" experiment, which was not to get off the ground
the summer of 1981.
. Some con~end that the possibility of simply shutting down
videotex experiments arose, but that does seem unlikely. What can
as~e~ed with~ut fear of contradiction, however, is that the incomingTf
MInister, loUiS Mexandeau, had no intention of becoming embroiled
yet another brouhaha. Still fresh in his mind was a ceremony he
witnessed as representative of the Calvados region a few months
the presidential election. At the time he had no idea that he would
day become P1T Minister. In the chockablock main hall of
Exchequer in the city of Caen, Fran\ois-Regis HUlin had celebrated
ritual putting to death of videotex. Ln a ranting speech that dwelled
the dangers lurking behind this new means of communication, Hutin
called for a citizens' uprising against the videotex plan and powerful
France Telecom, the architect of it all.
.Abl~ counseled by Philippe Bodin, his assistant chief of staff, and by
Alam Giraud, whom Bodin had recruited as special adviser and who had
understood not only what was at stake but also the reasons behind the
~esistance to the videotex plan, Mexandeau was to go to work on getting
It all back on track. He was to stake out in no uncertain terms France
Telecom's territory by obtaining the necessary political backing for the
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work that Fran~ois Henrot had been doing f?r months, .b~th in the fi~ld
d' the boardrooms where interprofesslonal bargammg was bemg
an don d The watchwords of this revamped videotex plan would be
con ucte "sm
. office datacom services,
and"
negotiation WI·th th e press. Th e
voune
I t en ,
...
h"
"
ment of this new "golden triangle approach at t e mauguratton
JJ1nounce
d f h "1""
f Ihe VeJizy Teletel experiment spelled the en 0 ostJ Itles.
o Th left had managed to adapt the videotex program quite deftly. It
d ~e right safety valves and opened them in time to let off excess
IDun
'n the process providing an opening for pro-vI"d eotex mem be rs
steam, I
.
. I
I"
of the press to jump on the bandwagon. True, mdustn~ po ICy was to
suffer from such accommodations in that the emphaSIS on voluntary
participation would mean fewer terminals in the short run. But then
France is a COllnlry that has often balked at innovation, especially in t~e
field of communications, and its press has had a tendency to abuse ~ts
power whenever anyone has s~ much ~s laid a hand o~ any of Its
priviledges _ so the successful IOtroductJon of a new medtum was the
main thrust.
The fate of videotex was to illustrate democratic continuity in France.
Conceived under a conservative government that was inventive ~nd
dynamic, but a touch authoritarian, the plan was seen through by the ftrst
left~wing government in 25 years, which proposed to proceed '"m?re
democratically, without impeding ongoing experi~ents" and. which
would gradually discover the keys to transforming pilot~sca1e Videotex
into a full-fledged sector of the economy.

Vt'lizy, the launching pad of videotex
"Naturally, an inauguration is always an occasio.n for cel~bration, but
it often marks the end of a long wait, the completion of a Job ... VG!e are
here today to celebrate the beginning of a great adventure, an expenme~t
on which, to a certain extent, our future depends." Thus began LOUIS
Mexandeau's inaugural speech of July 9, 1981.
. .
Over three years had passed since the project team had e?thuslast~~
cally set up quarters in Velizy; almost 10 years since the first publt.c
demonstration of Tic~tac. Between conception and production there IS
invariably a long row to hoe, and many more hurdles were yet to come.
But there was joy in the air as Jacques Dondoux, future general m~nager
of France Telecom but on that day in Velizy just another face 10 the
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crowd, listened to his Minister. Mexandeau had just given the a"iurani
of continuity that the project team had been expecting for months.
were sure the operation was going to succeed. They were bound
determined to make a success of the test, giving as much of th,'msel~
to bring it off as they had to prepare it. They knew full well
workable technology was not enough to win out in the encl. The
factor was service content, its ongoing development, and its, i~~aj>~:~
to market trends, in short. the implementation of a h
publishing policy. They were also aware that even though it was free
charge, they would have to "sell" the new product to users. This
be impossible unless consumer desire was awakened, not with
advertising slogans but through the kind of hard work that would
the product original and attractive. easy-to-use, and continuously
to user needs. User anonymity was another consideration of
importance to the new Minister.
If the success of the Teletel project in Velizy was to be complete,
culminate in the extension of videotex to all Frenchmen, it had to
more than a technological victory, although that was a prerequisite. It
to be a social success as well, in other words it had to translate into
widespread use of a new medium. The objective was clear and, de,nr'l
the three years the test was to run, everything would be done
accomplish it.
From a list of 1,200 companies Philippe Leclercq and his
selected 300 firms they thought capable of developing videotex sel"Vic:e~
They were brought together in the PLM-Saint Jacques Hotel in
1980 for a distinguished get-together at which the project
announced the definitive ground rules of the experiment. In the end, 190
service providers agreed to take part in the operation, a good size number
given the trammels they would be saddled with, both technological and
financial. The service provider was expected to handle the technical side
of things as well as cover high investment and maintenance costs.
Intellectual resources was also key, since success would depend on
publication know-how. All of which goes to show that the scene was
daunting for the newcomer to the world of videotex. The project team's
dual capacity as persuasive saJesman and understanding guidance
counselor was to prove of prime importance throughout the test. For,
once the initial phases of service conception were completed, the
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f 'n s would have to be continually upgraded, .updated as necessary.
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an a J
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providers the project team's attempt to break IOtO thd~ a~bca 0d 0
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.
h
communication came to naug t. erml.
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"
"
b
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. age,
and so on. It is a fact that people su~scribe. t? a te~ephonfe t~:~~~et~~
communicate with other people, but 10 the mltlal p ase 0 .
. h
""d
t
m'
nal
to
cornmuOlcate
Wit
a
. th t local
experiment callers used t h elr VI eotex er I.
machine. So researchers quickly ran up agalOst a fact of h.fe. ad local
calls are generally person-to-person. There was ~o real solu.tlon, an h
services would have no lasting impact. amountlOg to nothmg .morest an
inventories of association activities and tennis court ~es~rvatlon~. orry
resu Its when consl"d"
enng th e "Importance of local SOCial IOteractlon. .
However throughout the test a premium was placed on ed~~atlng
the "consum'er". Five years earlier, no one had eve.n seen a VI eotex
consultation terminal, and those who had used a mlcrocomp,:,ter w~re
few and far between. Everything had to be learned from scra~ch, mcludm.g
.'
hich at ftrst glance IS
the basics of man-machine commuOlcatlon, w .
. I d
tedious The learning and hands-on training phase WIth a term.l~a ~n
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2,500 households was offered one or more at-home training
Users were faced with the most unexpected problems, ~.~~;~;~~:
installing their tenninals and using the function keys, to ~
the logic behind electronic services. which was the most obvious
of consternation for researchers. Users frequently lost their way in
services, stuck in the middle of a dialog, with no hope of e;~ti~:,i ~~~:
seeing the process through to the end. They would adopt a
bear-it" attitude, and to extricate themselves when stuck had no
about shutting the terminal off right in the middle of a dialog
reconnecting later for a second shot. Home videotex was not as .
as it looked. The layout of a service did nOt register so easily with
run -of-the-mill user. The dust collecmr fate of most terminals
already foreseeable,
As to those who came through the training phase with flying
there remained the matter of piquing their interest in the expe ri "nel~
but many new services, including the educational variety, were
available until the spring of 1980, The project team then launched
all-out campaign revolving around on-line services,
'
Teletel to the public and to inform users of the latest
trade publication, fa Lettre de Teletel 3 V; an electronic mail
which was a round-the-clock communications crossroads,
designed merely to channel user feedback to the project team,
electronic mail service promptly took on a life of its own as I
communications activity among groups with shared interests, he ld in
check, however, by the fact that calJers did not communicate in real time.
This rudimentary mailbox system foreshadowed the mind-boggling
success in France of on -line chat services, coday's "messageries roses" or
romantic rendezvous services,
The project team achieved three things in Velizy, Because it kept in
constant touch with users, the team was able to identify the features of
videotex that got the best response and, together with service providers,
to test what struck it as the most appropriate types of services. The team
took its multiservices strategy to its logical conclusion, a strategy since
partially abandoned, however, with each service provider having opted
for an intensive rather than extensive approach, but which might make
a comeback with the introduction of a more flexible rate structure in
1987, But above all, the project team played a leading part in involving
the professional sectors that are videotex users today.
Misfires included the disappointment of users who expected, official
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experiments to be chaired by government adviser Pierre Huet and
was supposed to submit draft legal solutions for videotex. The
sian closely monitored goings·on at Velizy and issued its
January 1986.
But Mexandeau's staff had not waited until this late in the
begin considering the neatest way to go about filling the infamous
vacuum. Under the supervision of Philippe Bodin and Alain
whose aim it was to formuJate a more all-embracing legal ap.pr."",:b
communications, staff engineers working in the P1T Ministry dnlfte
number of bills which arc now French law since their incorporation
the 1986 Leotard Act, following related 1982 legislation.
services were thereby placed on the same footing as broadcasting servi..
with, however, one difference owing (0 the fact that videotex services
not shackled by a finite medium. Videotex services would be
unfettered as the press, and providers would accordingly simply have
declare them, whereas those wishing to offer broadcasting services,
require the attribution of frequencies, need to apply for a~'~;;i:,:~:
The legal transition (authorization request until 1986, simple
thereaher) was thus deftly handled, sparing everyone an involved
on videotex, which would certainly have meant making lasting COl1ce..
sions to the pressure groups bent on curbing the use of Minitel.
implementing legislation took account of the Huet
findings and did not call for the creation of any parliamentary body
other "high council for videotex".

Ille-et-Vilaine, the electronic departement
The electronic directory was unveiled February 4, 1983, in Rennes.
before a select gathering of ministers, deputies, local officials, and
journalists, all there to witness the launching of a project that had been
the talk of the town for so long and sparked so much protest. No one
wanted to miss the opportunity to see the strange beast up close, one that
had several times been left for dead but had bounced back from each
onslaught. Moreover, P1T Minister Mexandeau who like his predecessors
had stood resolutely by the venture and done his utmost to see it
implemented, was beaming. "The event that brings us together today
concerns [he IIIe-et-Vilaine dipartement. But it concerns all Brittany as
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Appreciation would be forthcoming. Once the Velizy test had
course, they would be selected to conduct France Telecom's
policy in its entirety. But on that February day in 1983, they too
beaming. They had survived daunting trials. In the teeth of
doomsayers. they had devised the system being unveiled to the
They had summoned up the strength to overcome the handicap of
Saint· Malo test, which in 1980 had shaken the entire project to its
foundations. Day in, day out they had forged ahead. First, they had
in 1981 an upgraded version of the system in four townships
Rennes. Next they had conducted successive experiments, while
to the industrial developmem of the system. In 1983
knew
system's architecture could be extended. Thereafter, otherr :::fi~:~:'7:'~
would be able to hook up to the system without any major n
AJI of which did not prevent them from heaving a collective sigh of
when at me 1981 Velizy inauguration the Minister announced that
electronic directory service would be accessed on a volunteer basis.
a result the pace of extending the service would slacken, a fact that
make everyone's life easier, above all the engineers'. The team could
thus focus its anemian on reinforcing system reliability as it was
extended.
But France Telecom still has its work cut out for it. Today, three years
after the service was started up. the network's control system is not yet
operational. True, data are available but they must be randomly gleaned
from mountains of listings; such information shou ld, moreover, be
displayed on a control board. This network monitoring function was
included in the two prototype schemes Maury ordered in 1979 from
CAP-Sogeti and SESA. But the final decision to mesh parts of each
system meant that a dialog protocol needed to be established between
the two series of elements, failing which no monitoring system cou ld
function . The prOlocoi was completed in late 1987. The most pressing
problem today, however, is not network surveillance, but updating the
reference files, i.e. user registrations, which is expected to be finished
more quickly in the future than at the current pace.
But on that inaugural day in February, proof was offered that there
was no going back on nation-wide extension of the project. In addition,
Mexandeau confirmed that he had just signed for a second large order
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service was connected to lIe-de-France, the decision was made to charge
by the minute, although - noblesse oblige - the first twO minutes,
subsequenlly increased to three following renewed skirmishing with the
press, were free of charge. It was only after this initial period that the
meter started running.
The electronic directory's viability was contingent not only on a
suitable rate structure but also to a great extent on advertising.
Advertising, another bone of contention between France Telecom and
the press, had not yet made its mark on the new medium. Conventional
wisdom has it that videotex, even its electronic directory facet, is a
·perishable commodity". Advertising on videotex, like any piece of
information, must therefore be renewed regularly. In the phone book,
this is done once a year; in the electronic directory, renewal has to be
much more frequent To this day, however, the tools for updating the
directory are inadequate to change advertising inserts as often as
necessary for selling space on videotex. A further question mark was
whether space should be leased by the week or month, as is current in
billboard advertising. The issue is up in the air, but this order of
magnitude is most certainly appropriate. A space on the screen that can
be updated for displaying a trade or corporate name was to be available
by the end of 1987.
In his speech inaugurating the electronic directory. Mexandcau said
that "a first-class technological success should be matched by its
successful insertion into society" - and such has been the case. The
electronic directory has become a part of daily life, so much so in fact
that those who are still without it (the mass distribution plan was [0 have
run its course by the end of 1987) are quite unhappy about it. From
something that was forced on people, the Minitel has become an object
of desire. Isn't this the true success story? Mexandeau did not want the
PTf to pursue a policy of imposing videotex, the way for instance
France's state-owned power and gas authority, EDF, had enforced a
policy of nuclear power generation, paying no heed whatsoever to
negative feedback. His hean was set on applying the fundamental rules
of democracy, and he furthermore realized that coercion was no way to
win the public over to innovation, and that once people were convinced,
videotex would expand much faster than it might otherwise. The phone
book still exists, but the electronic directory is gradually supplanting the
old medium, which, since the advent of videotex, has been forced to stop
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Claire lights the way
Daniel Populus is a man ·th
who set up Grenoble's cable ne:' ~ y~n. for communication. It was he
1977 executive order banning o:abl:ICll~ o.fyale')' Giscard d'Estaing's
monopoly lasted until 1982 wh
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•
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on broadcasting was passed. As for Populus, he was on the lookout for
any openings and got involved in videotex at the very outset. The mayor
of his city was Hubert Dubedout, a died-in-the-wool Socialist who had
long run Grenoble's affairs and who would go down to defeat in 1983,
taking the Claire system down with him. His Honor was a man of
measure but had a pronounced weakness for all things modern. He had
given his city an unequaled stamp of modernity, which was crowned by
the hosting of the 1968 Winter Olympics. The University of Grenoble
was the first fruit of French decentralization. The city thinks of itself as
a vital part of the Lyon-Milan-Grenoble triangle, and takes seriously its
role as the cultural capital of its region. It has one of France's leading
cultural centers and boasts sports and entertainment facilities that are on
quite a scale for a city its size.
The other side of the coin was a high municipal tax. rate (which was
probably responsible for the election of neo-Gaullist Alain Carignon to
city hall in 1983), and a number of problems in disseminating
information. City hall and its annexes were constantly besieged, and staff
members had to cope with a thousand and one questions. Populus
regarded videotex as the obvious remedy to the city's information
gridlock. and also as a way to supply information more reliable than that
served up by overworked municipal employees. Already in 1980
Dubedout was won over by the project and agreed to have Grenoble's
municipal and local information made available on videotex.
Protracted negotiations got under way on what type of system should
be used. Some leaned toward a self-service approach, whereby people
would operate the terminals themselves. Others recommended providing
municipal employees with a videotex system and having them pass on
the information to the public. The self-service vs. professional service
debate was very heated in 1980, a time when no videotex system was yet
available. Many held that the public at large would not know how to
operate a terminal, no matter how simple, since it would encounter
difficulties in manipulating the terminal as well as understanding the
instructions displayed on the screen. Only employees specialized in
information, they argued, would be able to find their bearings in a data
communications system. And it was this school of thought that carried
the day. The municipal emp loyees lobby obviously had a hand in the final
Outcome. They were not about to allow themselves to be made
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In fact, although potential partners were kept abreast of developments,
they were not brought into the project. What if they had ideas! And the
gap between syst~T?s designers and future users yawned wider with every
passing day, unul It was tOO late,
Populus' personality, though not entirely to blame, of course, was
partially responsible for this state of affairs. He is a man who likes to
present people with faits accomplis, to succeed in spite of everyone and
everything. Persuaded that he knows the truth because his powers of
imagination are boundless, he is naturally little inclined to take account
of the so-called real world, He believed that with a small close-knit team,
practiced in the am of proceeding at a fast clip and taking risks, any
venture could be made palatable, through coercion if need be. Populus
was an advocate of 'small is beautiful' in a sector - communications
_ where the major players tend to be behemoths (municipalities,
television stations, France Telecom, TOF, ministries), and he never had
second thoughts about it, confident that the prince's (or mayor's) backing
was enough to ensure lines of communication between his commando
unit and its theater of operations.
It would be rash to infer that the Claire information system was a
failure, even if Grenoble's new mayor Alain Carignon did decide, barely
sworn in, to close it down. It was most likely a politically motivated move:
To admit that the left had done a good job was probably more than he
could bear, especially in view of the fact that he and his rival had played
real hardball during the election campaign, Shutting down Claire, which
had been operational for only a few months and which had a direct
impact on few people, was a politically safe mOve. Moreover, as was his
wont, Populus had launched Claire amidst much media fanfare. Not a
municipal or council meeting went by without Claire coming up for
discussion. So the project had a high profile, involved only a handful of
people, did not really enjoy the backing of municipal employees, and was
accused of swallowing toO much of the taxpayers' money; and it would
surely have encountered funding problems somewhere along the line, For
a young, newly elected mayor determined to show that things were going
to be different in Grenoble, it was tOO good an opportunity to pass up.
Although like a rose blossom, Claire lived only the time of a morning,
it nonetheless served to point up fundamental issues concerning
videotex. Who should be responsible for editorial content? Could such
responsibility be shared or should it be wielded by one person? To what
8\
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inaugurate the Telem system. he was probably startled to find that he had
been taken at his word. He had floated the idea of municipal videotex
in 1981, part of the reason being that he himself was an elected official
and aware of the significance of local information, but mainly because
a videotex spin-off had to be found to silence the press.
And so today municipal videotex exists in the city of Nantes. Here
again the go-ahead had been given to relieve the congestion of
information distribution that plagued municipal services. But the
approach differed from the one taken in Grenoble. In Nan tes a
self-service system is open to the public; the users themselves tinkle the
terminal keyboard to obtain the information they want. Did greater
confidence in the ability of the public to use the information terminals
win out in the end? Was it the fact that the project was headed by local
officials and that they did not need to bargain with municipal employees,
who this time were in favor of the city fathers' plans? In any event, the
decision sailed through. No complaints were heard, because it was
perceived to be in response to a widely-held desire to relieve the town's
frazzled information services.
And so the terminals were to be directly accessed by the public. But
where should they be placed? Local officials, who wished to take
advantage of the operation to revitalize their ciry's public buildings,
decided to station the terminals there. Thirty terminals were installed in
the Nantes city hall, the main post office, the train station, the public
housing office, the youth centers, and so forth. In short, in those areas
where the public at large could consult them with or without the aid of
nearby hostesses. This approach was meant to provide an alternative to
the Velizy test where everything happened in the home, the hope being
to foster community life, to get citizens to take advantage of available
facilities, and by so doing to give a boost to the local scene, jeopardized
by the television-induced couch POLato culture.
But what exactly are public buildings for? It turned out that in
people's minds they were tied to specific purposes, and that it would
never occur to anyone to look for school registration information in the
post office, for instance. Breaking old habits, changing long-held,
deep-seated perceptions is no mean task, and not one that is going to
be accomplished by a little information machine, no matter how
attractive.
It is worth the effort to observe the behavior of people, often in
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~ouples: entering a government building to ask for information. Tbe

~nteractlon between couples can be quite amusing. There is the husband,
In a foul mood and dete~ined t~ go to any lengths to gct the informatiOIl
he ~as come for, and ~IS charmmg and conciliarory wife flashing a fixed
smile at the clerk., as If to ask forgiveness for her testy husband. Or the
~oman ,who hesltate~, I~king to be reassured about every bit of
;nf?rmallon. ~nd her gu'lfnend. who is letting the clerk know by repeated
ae.a] con torsIOns that she has gOt it, that her friend is really slow on the
uptake, and t~at she will explain everything to her outside.
. The fact IS that entering a public buildjng is not as straightforward
as It seems,. a~d every~ne has a personal way of going about j[. Admire
the m~n s,tndmg confidently up the middle of the hall, his shout to th~
clerk rmgl.ng ~roughout the building. What does this man, who thinks
the W?r1~ I~ hiS oyster, have in common with the hesitating little old lady
who, l.ntlmldated from the starr. hugs the wall as she makes her wa to
the wmdow, pulJs herself up to the clerk to ask, short of breath ~nd
exc~ses at the ready, for the tiny bit of information she needs? God help
~er If ~nother user, struggling with a worn-Out clerk, demands that she
ear witness to the shabby way he is being treated!
All the~e different attitudes, visible to the watchful observer, are so
ma~y ~eactlOns to the unease felt when entering public buildings and
subJec~ng oneself to the looks of others, and to the feeling of insecurity
stemml~g from the c~mplex relationship between government agencies
and their representatives and the public.

~ow w~uld things go with an infonnation machine located in a
publt~ place. What new tactics would result from confrontation with the
new l.ostrumen.t? Would those who were cocksure yesterday be selfconscIOus and msecure to.morrow? Would user attitudes change?
'!"he scory of Tele~ gIves some insight into what would happen. It
rrovldes an op~rtunlty to read the behavioral patterns that emerged
. rOm a~ exp!oslve and. unprecedented comparison between peo Ie's
mt~ractlon with a rnachme and their behavior in public places. Three
malO types ~f approaches were identified at the close of several weeks
spcnt.observmg people operating [he Telem system.
First, .the technical ho~hor's approach, the main attraction being thc
opportUnity to compete With the machine. This type of user could not
care less about the message, except as evidence that he knows how to
operate the apparatus. He explores the machine's possibilities, evaluates
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them, and practices going faster and faster, often vying with friends for
lOp honors. He wants to prove his mastery of the system to himself and
10 others. That and no more. It is the syndrome of one-upmanship
already diagnosed among microcomputer fanatics. He plays with the
machine, beats it, breaks it, and, when the dust has settled, lets it be
known that he cuts the mustard. No one can predict that he will not one
day ask for information but., for now, he is only interested in
manufacturing an image as a high-tech hotshot.
Then there are those who want to know what the machine is made
of. Thus they ask questions to which they know the answers to see
whether the apparatus is up to the challenge. If the machine gives a
different answer, they think they have cornered it. If it confirms what they
already know, then the machine must be right, too. Their first move is
to see whether they are in the machine. If they come across their name
or that of their company. they voice their approval to no one in particular
or flash a smile of satisfaction and promptly acknowledge that the
machine does indeed work. They infer therefrom that it knows the other
names as well as they do. And Telem is given the user's seal of approvaL
Lastly, there are those practical souls who quickly get down to
business and use the system for what it is designed to do: supply
information. They immediately set about looking for the information
they need. There were very few examples of this critter in Nantes, the
totaJ novelty of the system driving people to experiment with it The
species has nonetheless proliferated. Such people will be the customers
of tomorrows more sophisticated services.
A further novel feature of Telem, besides the fact that the machines
were instaJlcd in public places for use by the general public, was its
COntent policy. The partner information providers were constantly
sounded, and none were forced to get involved, an approach that was
especially wise as they were hard put to see the point of the new medium .
They were not accustomed to dealing with multi-corporate or multiorganizational information systems. They were still living in the age of
providing their customers with information by newsletter or telephone.
They had a hard time picturing their niche in a system that concentrated
information from various sources and they feared losing their identity or
image. All of which did not smooth the way for Maurice Jeanneau and
his team to win them over.
However, the Telem team's slogan, "a public service in the service
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GRETEL, the innovation long shot
One almost needs to know Michel Landaret to understand what took
place in Strasbourg (Alsace) in 1982, As soon as the subject turns to
computers and communication, his eyes light up and he launches into
endless considerations on what remains to be invented, His mind is
brimming over with projects and, a rare commodity, he channels as much
enthusiasm and energy into the production phase as the original concept.
At the risk of dealing a blow to his natural sense of modesty, it must be
said that he ranks among the outstanding pioneers of videotex. Not that
he lays claim to being an inventor, in the usual sense of the word, rigging
up some kind of prototype in a laboratory, Landaret's hallmark is an
entirely different sort of invemion, much more venturesome than the
laboratory variety. It involves the ability to watch people in action and
to follow them by stepping into their shoes, in order to tailor des ign
something new for them, something that whets their appetite for novelty,
Landaret accomplished an unprecedented feat in France's Cartesian
culture : He let himself be guided by society's pulse, adjusted accordingly,
and proposed the optimum technical response to imperfectly defined
needs,
And yet when, as a computer engineer, Landaret was put in charge
of working up a videotex service at the Alsatian daily les Dernieres
Nouvelles d'Alsace, nothing in his background predisposed him to such
an undertaking, True enough, he was not starting from square one, since
he "inherited" a project previously run by a neighborhood association in
Strasbourg that used videotex for local activities, This might have been
a factor in Gretel's amazing success, in that listening to what people had
to say was a main concern from the start. How far was Landaret prepared
to go along with plans that were not his? He had been instructed to devise
a "conventional" videotex service replete with local practical information,
more general interest infonnation of the timetable variety, banking
services, classified job ads, and so forth, In short, a "normal" service for
a newspaper no different from any other, In compliance with the terms
of Landaret's contract, all these services were available when Gretel was
opened to the public.
Gretel's true value, however, was (0 be found neither there nor in the
stripes it had won in the videotex campaign. It resided rather in a small
in-house electronic mail service at the newspaper, which was designed

86
87

THE MINITEL SAGA
THREE, TWO, ONE, LiFT OFF!

to enable the Gretel team to 0 [0
service. Landaret stood b "I g I
the rescue of users lost inside
y 51 eot y as the Sf bo
.
newspaper's assistance service. let them
ras urge~ls broke into
what he would see, saw, fine· tuned hi go .about therr business to see
had seen, and ended up makin "t hS servIce on the basis of What
rendezvous services that are aU ~h~ t e forerunner ~f. France's on-Jiad
But to begin at th b ' .
rage today on MlOltel.
e egrnnlOg whe th AI "
to embark on the road t
"d'
". c sallan newspaper deci..L..li
' .
0 VI eotcx It ap r d
F
-regIonal office for funding h" c h '
P Ie to ranee Telecom'.
Was
and financial aid. With F ' w 'T I
granted in the form of techni........
.
ranee e ceDm's b k"
.....
SUIted to his needs, Landaret was able to ac mg 3?d a host computer
Gretel system. He realized from th
tackle the Job of designing his
to .drop. aD information system one t~utset that.it was not enough simply
gUided m their initiation to a
I e market, users would have to be
new arm of co
'.
we needed to be able to ex I .
mmumcatlon. "'We realized
P
to find their bearings aga,"n aWIn tad ~opJe Who had lost their way ho"
.
.
e eVlsed an' h
se':'lce; they discovered it; the used i .
In- Ouse electronic mail
This electronic mail serv,"ce y . '. tl'l and then the flood gates ope ned.
h
was mltla y a a
.
ost co~puter to user. But it alread c
. ne-way street, running from
become Interactive comm . . Y OntalOed the seeds of what Would
.
unlcatlon on the network
Since the architects of Gretel were
.
df
ex~ected to respond on-tine to
lost users, the system was de"
I
h
slgne Or real-ttme
'.
ay t e novelty. As related earlier th VT communication. Therein
operated both ways but" d I ' e. e IZy electronic mail service
M' .
, I n eayed urn
.
mltellers left their messages in a mailbox e usmg a m~jlbox set-up.
foun~ a reply or another messa e. The ' where som:- ~Ime later they
real-lime, personalized ,"nf
~
promoters deCISion to provide
" h
ormatiOn On the
d'
IS t e brainchild of Michel La d
C
.me lUm and by the medium
10 r havmg
. made It
. a tool fo n" aret.
redlt goe t h S
I'
Clrcu
atlng
and
hSOt" e " trasbourgeois
.
r
h
d
t .e
ellght of "daddy Gretel" as
.
exc angmg Information to
OIcknamed. "As for the hackers' the ~~s, most affable promoter was
went about it very well and tau g
Y Ih? t worry us. By and large they
the system out of commission B uts ~ t Ing or two. And they never put
safeguardS to prevent just th t . I u
en we had devised a number of
With his dad's Apple who co a" t dW~ a 10 year-old kid eXperimenting
"th
nnecte It to rh M' . I
WI
the whole password syst
H
e mite and wreaked havoc
Od
em
e program d"
we d I n't pay any attention to it'W I
me I~ In a loop. At first
e et people key In their paSswords."
Was the hacker of Gretel
, w a went by the name of "S 1"8 Pan th er,
~
88

ht

h

really to years old - like in American TV series? At any rate, legend
would have it so. Hacking perpetrated by children is so much more
endearing; it lends it a certain innocence. It is hard to get worked up
when youngsters playa few pranks. Landaret deserves credit for sitting
back and simply letting things unfold, even though this meant that
hackers would break into the system at night after the newspaper's
computer service had been closed down. The next morning it looked as
though a tornado had passed through . Gretel's computer people were
increasingly hard-pressed to cope with the situation and it was decided
to disconnect the modems at night. With that, the users, protected by
their nicknames, were to bargain with the promoters through the now
interactive electronic mail service to transform the Gretel system into a
truly interactive communication apparatus organized into a network.
Whether the hacking was perpetrated by that 10 year-old towhead
tinkering with his father's Apple or adults fiddling with the Minitels they
had purchased at their local telephone dealer, one thing is sure: none of
it would have been possible without the newspaper's experimental
communications software, whose shortcomings actually made matters
that much easier. Nevertheless, as the first raids were launched, the
newspaper's staffers began to fret over what would happen nexl. They
were tom between letting things ride a little longer - coming to terms
with a new mode of interactive communication - and incorporating it
into a system - and re-establishing their control over the system by
locking it up.
Exhilarated by the challenge, Landaret opted for the first approach
and found himself caught up in a slightly madcap operation. "We had
to gradually fine-tune the electronic mail service to match user speed.
At first they crept along, but the faster they went, the less suitable the
original software was. In fact, it weighed the service down somewhat and
we had to upgrade it to adjust to the speed of execution," Landaret
explained, adding modestly, "Given the circumstances, we had to design
increasingly faster software. We went through loads of different electronic
mail services. The changes were self-evident, but it must be borne in
mind that most designers are users as well. We spent hours using the
syste m to see peop le's reactions."
Was Landaret's strategy as deliberate as he claims? Some of Gretel's
users contend that he was totally overmatched by his own system, and
that the ever-expanding horde of users systematically outflanked the
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system's newly introduced checks. A game of leapfrog between ben~
lent hackers and Gretel's sorcerer's apprentice? There is undoubtedlf..
some truth [0 this insofar as the situation must not have been simple
Landaret, who after aU worked for a newspaper with an image to up~
The commonly held view is that he seesawed between a permiss ive vi" "'o&.
of what the service would be and an urge to curb its excesses.
In the final analysis, Strasbourg had been a living videotex labo ratOlJ'
for over a year. Unlike an official experiment, with national or
international ambitions, the Strasbourg operation involved no samples;
no striving for representativity, no statistical tallies, no reputation to
uphold. Here an entirely different approach was put into pract ice: the
ongoing observation of unidentifiable users. For Gretel, the gamble paid
off. Upgrading the system in response to the observed behavior of usen
spawned the prototype of on-line electronic mail services. To Landaret"s
way of thinking it was a stroke of luck that the interactive mail di mension
of the medium had escaped the grasp of France Telecom, which would
most likely have clamped down on it for reasons of "corporate" image.
He was perhaps alluding to the chat services that France Telecom never
intended to mass-market on the grounds that such informal networks
were home to epistolary mores that it found shocking. And yet it was
its faculty for bringing people into contact, and no other, that catapulted
videotex to success. Would videotex even have existed without it?
But what was the great attraction of Gretel? What prompted people
from all over France to try for hours on end [0 access the service? Nothing
more than the opportunity to communicate. But communication of a
third kind: anonymous, instantaneous, fleeting. It was communication in
a vacuum, for the pleasure of simply having someone on-line at all times
to say something to. Trifles to be sure. Nothing earthshaking, as "earnest"
people pointed out. Identity games, asserted sociologists who had
observed Gretel and who had been struck by the extreme vitality of this
anonymous forum and the mask games that were played there.
In 1982, for the first time ever, a caller could converse one-on-one
in real time with anyone of 36 other people on Gretel - with no threat
of censorship. The state of the art, however, was such that exchanges were
limited to three lines of text. That notwithstanding, no other medium,
except citizens band, offered the possibility of calling upon one of 36
unknown souls and sending him or her a little message. No other
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Bianco, young special affairs adviser for Mitterrand, was put in charge of
bringing the Versailles Summit into the videotex age.
Bianco was by no means new to the subject. He had a long-standing
interest in France Telecom's new products, a number of which he had
used when he was in charge of an inter-township board in the
Haute-Provence departement. At the time he had had a teleconferencing
system set up to enable townships that were hard to reach in the winter
to communicate with one another. Together with elected officials, city
hall authorities, and local associations, he had also tried to devise an
information distribution system that he hoped would culminate in a
videotex network. In addition, he wanted to take advantage of the
Versailles get-together to dispel certain political friends' doubts about the
value of such technology. And so he set to work with France Telecom's
Michel Bouvier to do the impossible, i.e. to organize a paperless summit,
one where heads of state and their delegations would obtain information
through screens and communicate using keyboards and electronic "magic
slates".
Four months of intensive work got under way. France Telecom
provided "'unlimited" funding; some $850,000 would be spent on the
operation. Bouvier, the operation's main architect, had carte blanche but
he had been given to understand in no uncertain terms that the operation
had to go off without incident since the summit would be outfitted with
one information system only - an electronic one. There would be no
paper communiques, bulletins, programs, or conference notes. The only
paper would come from hard copy printers. The signal was unmistakable:
they had better not screw up, since the whole operation depended on
videotex. It was Bianco, with presidential backing, who pushed through
this all-or-nothing approach, which in retrospect seems risky. He knew
that old habits were hard to break and that it would be difficult to prevail
on people to use a new medium rather than conventional tools of
information. To avoid any possible rivalry, videotex would be the only
system available. And that was that.
Pumped up by the challenge, the technical crews worked round the
clock for four months to put together a system combining Teletel
(interactive videotex) and Antiope (one-way teletext), both outfitted with
hard copy printers, a facsimile network (telephone transmission of
ordinary documents), and an experimental telewriting link (those
smallish electronic magic slates) between delegations' offices and the
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coronation room where the heads of state were to meet 2:;0 term;,naI>;
were installed in 35 strategic locations.
The terminals offered access to three main rypes of services,
contents were ultimately the responsibility of Bianco: a "Summit
Newspaper" supplying continuous infonnation broadcast by the Antiope
teletext system; a real-time network for distributing urgent information,.
consisting of television sets equipped with T elete! decoders; and lastly
a "Summit Guide" containing 8,000 pages of information accessible
through Minitel, a complete data base on the industrialized countries for
the use of journalists covering the summit. It induded facts and figures
and an economic survey of France, not to mention a catalog of the
delights of Paris, including a section entitled "Three Days in Paris" in
which those "wild Paris nights" did not receive short shrift. The whole
operation was synchronized from a mobile control unit built and installed
in Versailles at the behest of Bouvier. And to top it off, more than 3,000
electronic mailboxes were made available to participants.
The technical crews could not get over installing their systems in an
historical site of the symbolic significance of Versailles. What an amazing
experience it was to cable the throne room! What a strange impression
in the dead of night to install Minitels beneath the massive canvases
depicting the Napoleonic wars and then to watch them light up before
the great figures who had made the history of France! What a thriU to
cross the palace grounds along the Grand Canal to go check on the
cabling in Marie-Antoinette's rooms!
The advance divisions of Americans, more concerned about presidential security and the logistics of transporting bottled American water
to France - lest their President not be able to handle thc water of
Versaillcs - had not paid very close attention to the information system
being put into place. They were nonetheless amazed at the novelty and
reliability of the system, at least until that unhappy day when, with
temperatures rising in the un-airconditioned rooms of the Versailles
palace, a number of terminals went on the blink. The joke making the
rounds (launched by the Americans with their special brand of humor)
was that the most advanced technology to date was really air
conditioning.
Most of the journalists gave the new system high marks. There
followed a spate of favorable, even highly flattering newspaper and
magazine articles. They vied with one another for the catchiest headlines:
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he videotex fete in Versailles ended with everyone in high spirits.
The operation had gone off well, to the great relief of the
organizers, who were testing their marvelous communicating
machines ·without a net", The engineers might well have appreciated
cooter weather for a flawless performance, and had to admit grudgingly
that their machines were not cut out to withstand unusually high

T

temperatures.
In Velizy the party was still going strong and would continue to do
so until 1984. In 1983 the electronic directory in llIe-et-Vilaine was
inaugurated amidst great pomp and circumstance, together with a plan
calling for its rapid extension throughout France and the gratis
distribution of Minitel terminals.
By the end of 1983, 120,000 terminals had been installed in France.
A total of 600,000 was projected for late 1984, 3,400,000 by December
1987, tantalizing figures for all manner of adventurers itching to take the
plunge into videotex. And they were legion, as attested to by videotex's
mind-boggling growth. In January 1984, Minitel users had 145 services
to choose from; two years later, 2,071 services were at their fingertips.
Between March and April 1986, almost 900 services were put on the
market. Today Minitel delivers some 8,000 services. It took only a little
OVer four years to build up this extensive range of electronic information
and communication services - amazing!
Naturally, the July 1982 law on broadcasting and subsequent

More and more infomlalion is tal
. 'labf r.Qr
in a designer soowcase of scre:s
b' e I
'J

d(~n~/j II"da/a anda sl~Jgle
~pot via A/initel.
""lro Images.
I'
flOn

(om wing 'gila

(II

.

97
Here, for tXJIf'f

THE MINITEL SAGA
THE VIDEOTEX MENAGERIE

th;

measures have contributed in lar e a '
.
videotex services. By rcsistin
p rt to the massive p!oh~eration of
early, i,c. testing, days, FrancegTelec~~S~~~ ~~;y bne~ leglslat~on in ,the
for a legal framework well-suited ( th
ou. te y made It pOSSible
As said earlier. the 1982 law on bro~d e ~ew Ted~urr.- to be worked Out
tmg
footing with print journalism in that
p a~e . videotex on an equal
on Minitel need only sign a statement ~ons ;lshmg to open a service
Or regional administrative building as d~ that e ~c~ ~t the local prlfecturt,
a newspaper, or a book the
~
. ase w~s ',ng to publish a tract,

ca:
f

;~~nThSibele
in the evdc.nt ~f Ijtjg~ti°~~ti:%:~te~ ~~~~~Ite roWy:~:: !~~Jslyo
.
new me !Urn was th
ed
'
,

framework a rare OCCurrence .

JS so.vem

"adventure~" bent on doing so~ne~~n

by a very flexible legal

law, and s~ attracted
of leeway, provided of course that the gc new.. eY.had a ce~m amount
rules laid down in the legislative t y omplied with the ethical ground
N
exts.
ow, as a rule, adventurers go ab t th . b .
have a trick or two up the,o, I
OUd elf usmess very intently and
s eeves an the M' " I °lbl
exception Some had tak
.'
ml e tral azers were no
.'
en part m one opacity 0
th
project and had gained hands~on videot
r an.o . er m the Vehzy
acquired computer skills elsewh
S ex ~xpene~ce. Others had
know-how on other media Sfll erei. Orne ad gamed publishing
associations and were well ve~edl. ot e~ h~d worked primarily with
f
.
In organizatIOnal matters Th
.
k.U·
e pioneers
o mass~market Videotex possessed aU Jour of th
There were Some who had "come
f
h e~e SIS to Some extent
far between.
out 0 now ere, but they were few and
In

Fr~h

0

,

0

Adventurers in the service
of Minitel
The service providers and h d
d
who had harbored fears that th ~r .war~ an sof~ar: operators at VHizy,
farther than the left bank of e~ 1n~0 .vemen.t In VIdeotex might go no
investment in mone and brain e eme, WIth .the attendant loss of
Minitel would indee~ be distrib:~7;e wert ~verJoyed to learn that the
They would finally be workin on an in~ 0 ~ arge and .on a large scale.
u~tnaI scale, With real users, in
a real market setting unshac~ d b
,
e Y expenmental rules and guidelines.

The operation would not be simple, however. In Velizy there was no
convenient means of payment for the billing of electronic information,
whose unit cost was often low; and [0 this day an ideal solution remains
to be found. Electronic payment cards have been shelved by engineers
pending a more favorable climate. Pay~per~use billing systems are much
too costly given the tiny amounts involved. How many bills amounting
to only a few francs from the days of the Velizy test have never been
collected because they were not worth legal action? The providers did
not know whether to offer their services free of charge or on a fee basis.
The first option posed no problems for those wanting to sell something
via Minitel, i.e. for mail~order houses that wanted to use terminals to
garner orders or for the French national railway, the SNCF, to sell train
tickets. The free-of-charge approach did, however, give headaches to
those who intended to sell their videotex service as such, e.g. the press
with its electronic newspapers and, in a more general vein, publishers
with their know-how.
As matters then stood, presubscription was the only solution. The
question arose, however, how to get people to subscribe to a service they
did not know about and so had never tried, and which was alien to them.
There was little room for maneuver, which is why mass-market videotex
services did not take off until the -invention" of the kiosk, whereby
videotex services were simply tacked on to the phone bill. The
introduction of the kiosk system in 1984 was preceded by various
abortive attempts to combine in one way or another the free-of-charge
and fee-based approaches. The ensuing systems were often jerry~built,
but they did serve to get mass-market videotex out of the staning blocks.
Another issue was how best to use data processing resources. The
decision to centralize all the data in the Ve!izy host computer prevented
service providers, except major companies equipped with up-to~date and
powerful computer systems, from acquiring data communications
know~how. Fortunately a number of software and systems houses Sorinfor, since become G-CAM, SESA, TClesystemes (a France Telecom
subsidiary), CAP~Sogeti, and Steria - had had a hand in the Velizy
videotex and IlIe~et- Vilaine electronic directory projects and had come
by some datacom skills. Incipient mass-market videotex was to rely on
these firms until datacom competence had been forged in other precincts.
Together these firms would host all the consumer videotex applications of
the day. When one considers the fact that France is today home to 136
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The Who's Who of mass-market videotex
What gusto! The energy, vitality, grit, and entrepreneurial capacity
of the pioneers of consumer videotex are truly awe-inspiring. Their
powers of persuasion and salesmanship are just as staggering. The drive
with which they saw their projects through is no tall tale either. In spite
of all opposition, despite friends and colleagues and skeptical superiors.
they produced the first videotex services.
Manine Toumier is a very discreet woman who grants few interviews
and is ill at ease blowing her own horn. When she went to work for the
Paris daily Parisien libed, her business administration degree in hand, she
knew nothing of videotex. She knew that a number of projects
- shunned by all the newspapers - were in the works in Velizy and
that the Parisien Liberi was distributed in the Yvelines departement, i.e.
where the city of Velizy was located. She thought she spied an excellent
opportunity to tum out an electronic version of her paper as part of the
Teletel experiment, even if she had [0 fight to sell the idea. Had the
Parisien /ibm been waiting all along for someone to take on such a
project? Candidates must have been in short supply. All the journalists
had been accessories to some degree in the anti-videotex crusade of the
summer of 1980, and those who felt any such ca1ling must have been a
rare commodity. They reasoned that there was no need to risk taking a
beating on a new medium when they had it so good at the newspaper.
But because she had just gone to work for the paper and had not yet found
her niche, Toumier did not "'have it so good". She was more than ready
to take personal risks. She was intrigued by emerging teChnology and
wanted to have a look-see. And so she obtained her paper's grudging
consent and was off.
"The press was against it at first. If I had not shown tbe way, it would
have missed out on videotex just as it had passed up the opportunity to
work with television. But none of it would have ever happened without
Marie·Josee Varloot, head of electronic news at Prance Telecom. She
helped and guided us. She deserves the credit for the success of PL" To
this day PL (for Parisien Libert) ranks high among the leading services on
Minitel.
In late 1983 Toumier opened her service in the lIe-de-France and
Picardy regions. In 1984 she would be the first customer on the kiosk.
In six years her team has increased more than ten-fold [0 cope with the
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,0 take part in a show called 'Amstramgram', which she hosts on one of
France's public radio stations, France-Inter.
Until then Alvergnat had always leamed by doing; her experience
with videotex would be nO different. In February 1984 she put out the
first issue of Crae _ the print version - which specialized in emerging
media, together with Crae the videotex service. Crac Editeur was then a
non-profit association. In September 1984 she sold her small apartment
to start up a company with Pierre Guinchat. editor in chief of the
magazine H, and set up her service on Jean-Louis Fourtanier's crL host
computer, She gained access to the kiosk in 1984 using Guinchat's
magazine registration number (the registration number from a newspaper
or magazine was needed to enter the kiosk system). Crae then really took
off. Four people were involved in running the service, designing the
applications, and devising ways of communicating with the public.
Unlike Martine Toumier, who could spread the word about PL through
the Parisien liberi, cecile Alvergnat could hardly use H, a journal
specialized in professional data bases, to promote Crae. She was the first
to run up against the very serious matter of finding the meanS to reach
the public, a problem that invariably confronts videotex services that are
not newspaper spin-oUS. Credit goes to Alvergnat, then on the lookout
for new advertising media, for resolving this problem. She leased
billboard space in the Paris metro and put up posters for Minitel showing
off the voluptuOUS Miss AC.I, symbol of the Crae on-line electronic mail
service. Alvergnat worked hard to infuse her videotex products with her
love of live broadcasting, her thorough knowledge of the press and book
industry, and her sensitive grasp of the child's world. All of Crae's
numerous innovations derived from this three-pronged approach and
were fully in line with Alvergnat's conviction that today's world generates
seas of solitude. To her way of thinking, videotex, with iLS communication
potential, looked like an effective means of limiting the damage,
Alvergnat continually came up with new products. In May 1985 she
came out with the mnemonic CRAC J. essentially for young people,
which offered games and an electronic dialog service. In January 1986
it was A.C.l. whose tittilating come-on left no room for doubt about the
nature of the service. which sounded truly "rose", i.e. erotic. Always game
for big get_togethers, Alvergnat organized a fantaStic party in a
well-known Paris night club with the equivocal name Us Trottoirs de
'03
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' . a
e tIme a host
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were further amazed to hear that he planned to offer 1,000 ports in the
spring of 1985 and 2,500 in the fall of 1985, and they wondered how
much of it was hype. But if Sytem managed to deliver a host system that
did actually offer 1,000 simultaneous access points, it would truly
revolutionize videotex. It would provide the potential for realizing
economies of scale and organizing big events through videotex.
Kretzschmar threw himself into the venture. He owed his credibility
to the success of France's national lottery, and knew how to use his
reputation as a winner to convince people mat he was going [0 succeed
on the new medium. He further had managed to win over the bankers,
a real feat in the eyes of videotex professionals, He was not knowledgeable
about videotex - yet - but he knew how to do something of much
greater importance: He knew how to come up with games that worked
and he would try to do as much on the new medium. His first offering
was a videotex version of a well-known French TV game show, "Des
Chiffres et des Lettres", from where he went on to produce the very first
on-line dictionary, Funiul callers could also play hangman, naval battle,
the longest word. and an adventure game.
His was a two-fold gamble. No one could predict how Minitellers
would react to electronic games and no one knew how to charge for such
products, Kretzschmar gave all possible hilling methods a try, from
presubscription plus entry fee to a window on the kiosk with
presubscription on 36-14, until after a number of near-fatal ups and
downs (Mini tellers were decidedly averse to subscribing to services)
FuniUJ at last adopted the "a La carte" or kiosk billing system,
Until they sold Sytem to the Credit Lyonnais in March 1987,
Kretzschmar and his associates were to add feature after feature to their
Funi service and increase traffic to over 200,000 hours of connect time,
overtaking PL in the process, which lost its number one ranking for the
first time, They would never be short on ideas. In September 1986 they
launched the Stock Market game in which the trading rates on the Paris
Bourse were made available on-line and updated daily. Players managed
a fictitious investment portfolio valued at $100,000. The winner took
home a sum equaJ to the amount of money "made'".
Henri de Maublanc is one of their old accomplices. His big regret
is not to have been the first to go into videotex. because had he been,
he would have been the best - at least that is what he claims. But until
1983 he spent most of his time in the United States marketing
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KretZSchmar and his group six months earlier at the inaugural show of
their games service at Espace Cardin, a chic Paris eatery. and their
encounter proved to be consequential. De Maublanc put titde stock in
their marketing concept (how could people reasonably be expected to
subscribe to games with delayed results when their whole appeal was
precisely the fact that the player was operating in real time') and their
first products (why so many graphics when it takes sO long to display
them?), but he immediately realiz.ed that their technical choices were
rightThe
on .ensuing friendship developed into a close partnership when de
Maublanc, after leaving the Noutoel Observateu r, decided to start his own
videotex business in late 1985 with almost $100,000 cash on hand from
the sale of his houseboaL He decided to put his new service, Ludotel, on
the Sytem host computer, in exchange for making future software
upgrades and through proceeds from the sale of his own software. He
seiz.ed the first opportunity that came along to buy into Sytem with his
houseboat nest egg. Ludo alone was already realizing 60,000 connect
hours a month, while Funite! was bringing in 100,000, and PL - still
at the top of the ratings - was running up 140,000.
Henri de Maublanc was everywhere at once on the videotex scene
and one is at a loss to put a finger on an his varied activities. Sporting
an ample hat in winter, glasses that dangle from a black neck cord, and
an English tweed sportScoat worn to a fine gloss in the back, he is
ubiquitous. He publishes Luclo and £Col, both stored on the Sytem host
system. and Anabelle, on the
host computer. He continues to do
varied consulting work for the NOIHltl Obserl-'ateur. He has a share in
Sytem and has inaugurated Politel, a service billed as a "computer-less
host system", on which service providers lease computer space. He nOW
has an oUice in one of France's best known advertising agencies,
Roux_scgueia-Caiz.ac-Goudard, where he is surely cooking up something
new in advertising or communications. Quick on the draw, de Maublanc
has been known to register to trade-marks in an hour - for future use.
Bubbling over with ideas, de Maublanc has announced preparation
of a major project bringing together a number of small-town newspapers
interested in a new, trans regional approach to classified ads. Tn
conjunction with the regional daily press and French "freebie· specialists.
de Maublanc is rethinking the classified ad business from top to bottom.
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~e very. classified ads that nearly torpedoed the launching of vidleootet/
will be given a good face-lift by the same medium!
These are a few of the men and women who have made CO'","'IIM",
videotex what it is in France. After the infamous summer of
Fran\=ois Henrot succeeded in staking out France Telecom's territt,rv
distribution of roles was clear-cut: France Telecom would
hardware system, build it. make it reliable. Others would devise
products. The only exception to this rule was the electronic
that France Telecom developed for its directory assiSlance service.
By early 1985, Michel Landaret was no longer alone in inventina'
vide~tex ser:ices. (His service was by then receiving 1,000 calls a day for
a dally traffiC count of some 800 hours from 2,000 "subscribers", whQi
often bought their Minitels direct at the factory outlet in suburbaa
Strasbourg.) Mass-market videotex products were cropping up all ovct
thanks at first to the aforementioned pioneers and later to people ·fro~
out of nowhere"'. From 1983 to 1985, over 2,000 videotex services
appeared on the market.

Doing business on Minitel
In an effort to defuse the crisis that threatened French videotex PTT
Minister Louis Me~andeau had announced in his Velizy ina~gural
address that profeSSIOnal, as opposed to mass-market, videotex would
receive top priority. There were of course political and short-term
considerations involved, but he also took this new tack convinced that
it ~f~ered a golden opportunity for promoting videotex. He was of the
OP~D10~ that busine~s should use this new means of communication just
as It did other media. Moreover, a look at the first professional services
on T~letel in Velizy and th.e .success they enjoyed would be enough to
conVInce anyone that the Mmltel was not confined to games and the like.
There was already a market, albeit embryonic, for professional information ~ervices,.with railway timelable information heading the list of calls.
Bankmg services also scored well . The mail-order service of La Redoutc
was less popular, but highly valued by those who did use it.. Its success
attested to a high degree of service relevance.
On October 2, 1982, the Banque Franf:raise du Commerce Exterieur
o~ French Fo~eign Trade Bank, the BFCE, set about conducting a
Videotex experiment. Looking to evaluate videotex potential for accessing
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stomer account information, the bank installed 15 terminals on its

~':emjses. The results were conclusive, s~ in 19~3 it o~fered. t~e same
.
t
200 of its customers whom It prOVided With Mlmtels. In
service 0
D
h"' 1·1. ~ ~
November of the same year, the daily newspaper aup me l(Kre
ipped 50 of its newsdealers with Minitels so that they could order
~~~r newspaper stocks directly. At the same t.i~e, the daily Def~che du
,\-fidi opened up an experimental service ~o.ntamtn~ 12,000 claSSified ads
accessible to the public through 140 Mtnttel-eqUlpped dealers. It cost
about 15 cents to consult and a little over $10 to ~n an ad. In Mar~h
1983 the Peugeot bicycle company outfitted 20~ of ItS 2,400 d~alers With
Minitels offering them services for stock ordenng, product display, and
general ~ssistance. The system (called Cegetel) was first and foremost a
means for Cycles Peugeot to touch base with its ~e~lers. Else,:"h~re,
companies set up videotex services for .sales staf! trammg and bne£mg;
yet others used Minitel to keep their franchIses abreast of parent
company developments.
.
Professional videotex experiments sprang up like so many dan~ehons
after a spring shower. Soon there were hundreds under way. ~ay ~n, ~ay
out the industry press announced the emerge~c~ of new, Imagmatlve
services some of which involved sectors of actiVity that on the face of
it did ~ot lend themselves to the medium . From 1982 to this day,
professional videotex has been enriched by an avalanche ~f ideas and. a
proliferation of all manner of initiatives. What "'up-to-date company m
France does not offer a service on Minitel as this book goes to pre.ss?
Frenchmen wishing to know where to spend a ski holiday co~sult Skltel;
those wanting to go on vacation call S.O.s.- Voyages; those w~ntmg to k~ep
track of their investment portfolios call A.J.; those companson shopptng
for the best credit arrangements look up Cetelem.'
Of these myriad activities, only those designed with the genernl
public in mind are visible to the naked eye~ there, are as many and as
varied intracorporate videotex services. Credit. for. It ~11 ~oes. of c?~rse,
to the VeIizy test, which proved that the g,.at~ ~Istnbut~on of MtnltelS
was the only way to solve the ".chicke~ and ~gg dlle~na. I.e. the fact that
people cannot be provided With. a.vailable mformatlon unle~s they ~av~
a Minitel but will not have a MlOltel unless they want the mformatJon .
This was a prime factor behind the surge of activit~. A few noteworthy
people blazed the trail in professional videotex, showmg the way to others
who would set out later.
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Other banking establishme nts folio d .
were the first to make heavy us f'd we SU it and, after the press, they
Populaire de Lorraine offered 30~ ~ V.I eotex. In Apr~1 1983 the Banque
took off like a rocke and a
uSI.ness Owners a Videotex service that
yea r
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nched Its ambitiOUS Norestel
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month. For a little Over $]00 a ehgreatest effect; cost: about $15 per
take advantage of a service :..~ntd~t~Ofessionals and businesses can
account holders at the Cred't diN a e features, Corinte. Individual
charge. 1984 would be a bre~-t~ro or~ have acce.ss ro Nordirect, free of
sector, which was keen on
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proVI 109 Its customers w'th
eXistmg services at reduced coses A '
. I new services or
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en Customer statements through the mail and

for which customer access via videotex would be much more costeffective. They were well advised to promote it.
The various banking services are all cast in the same mold, the only
differences being that some are more legible than others, some better laid
out, and some accompanied by high-quality instructions. And it is no
wonder that none of them stand out from the crowd, since they all offer
the same services, e.g. direct and real-time access to account information
and a number of at-home operations (funds transfer, fo r instance).
At France's national railway, the SNCF, Jacques Darthou lost no time
in idJc speculation about the potential of videotex. Without even testing
the water, he dove in. First stop, VeIizy. Just as France Telecom had
directory assistance problems, the SNCF had serious over-the-telephone
information headaches. The main number for timetable information was
dose to meltdown . The numbers of the Paris train stations were just this
side of gridlock, and the plight of outlying stations was just as bleak. To
say nothing of the never-decreasing costs of the switchboard operators
who, their printed schedulebook in hand, dispensed information to
callers from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. (and tough luck for those calling after 8 p.m.!
they would have to go to the station to find out the exact departure time
of the next day's train). And one could forget about trying to get
information about connections, since it was somewhere else in the book!
Darlhou's energy, kindness, and determination got the best of even
the most doubting Thomases and attracted other carriers in the SNCFs
wake. At VeIizy he set up a skeleton service and analyzed user reactions.
The service offered general information and times for the main lines only,
but it was available round the clock. The transition to a more
comprehensive service was hampered by the scope of requisite investments in machinery and it was decided to wait until the number of
Minitels in use rose to do so. When the electronic directory was hooked
up to lIe-de-France and Picardy at the end of 1983, the SNCF alone
accounted for 8 % of traffic.
Darthou realized immediately that the Minitel would be fantastic if.
after obtaining train times, callers could reserve tickets - and pay for
them at the same time. But as long as {here was no smart card for
payment or some sort of verification system for weeding out pranksters,
it was a pipe dream. SNCF managers' jaws would hit the ground if an
entire train was reserved on Minitel by some practical joker! Meanwhile,
the SNCFs electronic information service improved with every passing
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service that offered information of various kinds (what orders could not
be filled, for instance) and enabled callers to order catalog items and new
catalogs.
Jean-Pierre Masclet was responsible for molding and upgrading La
Redoute's videotex services. Like his counterparts at two other leading
French mail-order houses, the CAMIF and the Trois Suisses, he was
pleased with the Velizy results and was looking forward to expanding La
Redoute's geographical base of operations. It is true that mail-order house
services have changed little since the basic recipe was developed at Velizy,
but [hen the clientele of mail-order businesses it not crazy about change.
The CAM IF did, however, know which way the wind was blowing when
it opened an on-line electronic mail service; and La Redoute took
advantage of the medium's ready "updatability" by launching a "This
week's bargains" entry. Masclet forged ahead painstakingly, knowing that
his company's customers would be slow in using the Minirel spontaneously to place their orders but also that he could show a return on
investment on his computer system with a relatively small percentage of
orders. Minitel orders currently accoum for] % of La Redoute's gross
income and 6 % of CAMIPs. To the outside observer it might seem a
drop in the bucket, but for the company's videotex managers it is a very
encouraging result. In a word, confidence is king and the use of Minitel
for advertising sales promotions goes on. The service is free of charge
- no need to subscribe - and the customer pays only for the call (to
access the service he keys in 36-14 and the letters "'La Redoute'" for a cost
of around $3.50 an hour).
It is only a matter of time before the Catalogs of other retailers find
their way to videotex, and projects are in the works everywhere. Some
mail-order houses may wait for tomorrow's sophisticated.graphics
Minitcl before taking the videotex plunge. Others may take the classic
route by combining their videotex service and their catalog. CAMIF, in
what is perhaps a sign of things to come, has already recorded its catalog
on videodisk. One thing is certain, though, the trend toward the use of
visuals will be combined with videotex - in the initial phase at all events.
The fact that some 3,000,000 Minitcls and a powerful data distribution
network are available is too good an opportunity to pass up - and watch
others use.
The conventional distinction between consumer and professional
videotex, adopted here for clarity's sake, is much more tenuous in reality
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information, since suitable rate schedu les and payment systems were
lacking. France is not the United States, where customers need only give
their credit card number to have merchandise mailed or on-line
information transmiued to them. France is more conservative - or less
trustful - and its Carte Bleue (Visa) consortium does not go in for such
practices, which offer no means of verifying that the cuscomer doing the
ordering and the owner of the card are one and the same person. It is
feared that the numbers on stolen cards could be used by others, and the
company recently reiterated its policy of not guaranteeing payment in
such cases. Videotex service providers could therefore go one of two
routes: presubscription or no charge. Attempts were made to find a
solution based on one or the other, until April 1984 and the advent of
the kiosk, which settled the matter by offering practical billing options.

Subscribe now!
Sytcm Corporation's Funitei offers a good illustration of how services
zigzagged between various payment methods. The problem is that few
people are willing to subscribe, even for a few short weeks, to video
games, no matter how much fun they might be. They want to see them
close-up first and will onJy subscribe once the service has passed muster.
France's first pay TV station, Canal Plus, got off to a rocky start on
account of the slow pace of subscriptions, and this despite repeated
advertising blitzes that some considered out of all proportion. On the
other side of the coin, Canal Plus was not later hit by a wave of
subscription cancellations, unlike cable 1V networks, which are forced
to run hard-hitting marketing campaigns to retain or lure back
subscribers. Once they have signed on, the French remain faithful to their
coded TV station. In the United States brand disloyalty and rough-andtumble competition among services are the rule, and cancellations will
always be a headache calling forth gimmicks and "quick fixes". This might
occur in France the day that the TV networ~ offer weighs more heavily
in viewer decisions.
In 1982 the Teletel access service instituted a reversed-charges
system; by keying in 36-13, the caller could access services paid for by
the person or organization being called. As 1983 faded, the Teletel access
service introduced a system for charging the caller, but only for the cost
of the call. The truncated magic number began with 614, smce
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renumbered 36-14 with France's transition
system.

S~rvice ~rovjde.rs were to build upon these two approaches to
chargm~. w~lch at first were available only in those areas covered by the
electro~,c directory. a~d later extended throughout the country. At the
same tl~e the Mmltei 10, with its Azerty keyboard and built-in
elee.tramc telephone set for communicating with other Minitels or
stormg data on peripherals, hit the market

In De~ember .1984 it was not expensive to subscribe to the video
game se~lce FunJlel: an annual cntry fee of $25 and $2.50 per hour of
connect time. If one SlOpS to consider the astronomical cost of pin-ball
and other bar games, user reluctance is baffling. Although people do not
have second ~oughlS about paying for something outside the home that
they .have dehbe~tely sought ~ut, paying from the home for somethi ng
that IS consum.ed m the .ho~e IS another kettle of fish altogether. A good
example of thiS mentality IS newspaper subscriptions which are losing
groun~ i~ France in the face of newsstand sales. Th~ advantage of the
subscnptlon ap~roach for the vendor is that he holds a captive market.
On the oth:r sl~e of the coin, it gives rise to a host of aggravati ng
problems pnmanly due to the proliferation of minor bills that often do
not amo~nt to the cost of the paper they are primed on. If legal fees for
prosec.uti?g bad debts are figured in, it is readily apparent that the
subs~fI.ption approach is ill-suited to [he flitting habits of videotex
practitioners. No sooner have they asked a question, leh a message or
exchanged a laugh, than they disappear!
The situation is not much different where professional data bases are
concerned. A company that consumes a great deal of information does
not ~esitate . to subscribe to a number of diverse electronic services
~overtng.a Wide range of information. A company, however, that needs
mformatlon only on rare occasions or from highly disparate sources is
not tempted. to take Out ~e nu~ber of subscriptions necessary to cover
~II the ar~ Its rare questions might touch on. The latter either foregoes
mformatlon sources that would nonetheless be useful or enlists the
sen:ices of "information brokers". They do the electronic "footwork" for
buslOesses thanks to their many data-base accesses and know-how in
matters of data-set interrogation and interconnection. No one had ever
heard of i~fo:mation brokers as recently as just a few years ago; now they
are estabhshlOg themselves as key middlemen between information
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systems and businesses. Data-base editors owe them the bulk of their
traffic and subscriptions.
.
Frmiul did not have a monopoly on hybrid billing methods. Until
February 1984, when the kiosk opened for ~usiness in th.e Paris reg~on
and Picardy, each service improvised accordtngly: The miracle ~olutl.on
remained elusive and videotex schlepped along With no-fee services like
those of La Redoute and the SNCF. The banks alone had the means. to
promote an active videotex strategy. TheX had no billing and C?J1ect1On
worries to cope with since the cost of servIces was deducted straightaway
from customer accounts. Therein may lie the reason so many banks got
involved in videotex: in 1983-84.
They even had the opportunity to .extend their in-house system. to
include non-banking services. The ~Ighest. e~helo~s ?f ~he .banklng
community were asked to consider haVing theIr. flnanClal.lOstltutlons take
over billing and collection for videotex services. TheIr refusal. surely
stemmed from the fact that they did nOl wish to be held responSIble f~r
videotex bills which they themselves could not .vet .. Above ~II they dId
want to bear the brunt of disputes that would lOevltably anse because
France Telecom had no reliable metering system. These were the days
in France of repeated challenges to Telecom's phone bills. rte~ized
hilling, which has since been introduced in a number of areas, did not
exist. Banks do not appreciate handling the amounts due to others.
especially when (hey are questionable or hotly contested.
The same lack of billing and collection problems explai~s why tOwns
opted for videotex. Nantes' Telem system was promot~d With the slogan
"a public service for the public". In Alsace, the reg10nai host ~ystem,
Videotex Conseil sensed that municipal videotex was up and commg and
accordingly ca~e out with Urbis in September 1983, a videotex tool that
is sufficiently malleable to accommodate the specific needs of each
community. In August 1984 a consortium including the new~paper
Ouest-Franct and the city of Rennes opened the paper's To.M servl~e. In
December of the same year Jean-Marie Rausch, mayor of the City of
Metz, unveiled Mirabel, which three years later was to become the hub
of a multimedia municipal information system.
Members of Parliament would also be among the first to get a taste
of electronic communication and information services. As soon as he
took up this duties in 1981, Louis Mexandeau .s~t out to convinc~ every
lawmaker of the merits of videotex by provldmg an OpportUOlty for
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that it guaranteed confidentiality, that the kiosk system would be a
bonanz. . Service providers. who had been expecting news about the
a home banking terminal, gave it the thumbs-down. They were
promised
'Worried about user reaction to a telephone.based method of payment.
Then chairman of the Association of Teletel Service Providers, Jacques
Oartho , aired his views to Mexandeau: "Service providers have vcry
u
much appreciated
the stands you have taken on numerous occasions with
respect to videotex in France and the resources needed to ensure its
success ... On this same score and to illustrate our point, we regret that
the groundwork laid for home payment of videotex services is noW
seriously jeopardiz.ed, .. An ambitious project for smart-card readers
should already have been launched."
In actual fact a few dozen smart· card readers had been tested at
VeIizy and the prevailing view was that electronic payment of videotex
services was the first-class way to go. Day in, day out, month after month,
they would announce that it was imminent, mat it was making headway,
that it would be ready any day now. As can be readily imagined, the select
assemblage of videotex people sat in stunned silence as Fran~ois Henrot.
with his legendary deft touch, impiicitely acknowledged the real motives
behind his kiosk proposal: home payment was not conceivable, not for
the time being anyway, and not on a national scale. What had actually
happened was that the various partners involved in the f)nQnitique"
electronic money project had not got along and had promptly become
bogged down by the hoary issue of who would pay for the terminals. The
banks agreed with the concept of monetiqut but had no intention of
spending a penny on it. France Telecom, already deep in debt on account
of the phone catch· up program and the datacom project of which it was
sole financier, was not about to foot the bill again. As a result, the project
was postponed .sine die, The manufacturers involved, however, did not
jettison the venture and continued to work at resolving the technical
drawbacks. Politically, though, the project was put on ice until 1987 when
it was revived in the wake of the uproar over pay checks and the advent
of smart-card pay phones,
In his address Henrot had also spoken of consultation, but to whom
was he referring? France Telecom'S partners had never been under the
impression that consultation was a hallmark of the house o[ Telecom.
Consumer representatives who had been heard by the commission for
monitoring videotex experiments had never received answers to their
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Minitel a communication rather than information medium, and who
argued for the lowest kiosk rate possible. But France Telecom had honed
its bargaining skills to a fine edge and let it be known that several rates
might be proposed in the future. It had some sophisticated rate strategies
in store! For the time being, though, France Telecom had what it likes
best: the green light from the authorities. It therefore knew that no one
_ not the banks, not the newspapers, not any rate.fixing parliamentary
commission - would pry into its business. By late 1985 kiosk billing
had been extended throughout France and got consumer videotex off the
ground.
Let there be no mistake about it: The decision to go with kiosk billing
was not easy for France Telecom. It ran counter to the traditions of the
house and the mind·set of its engineers. The kiosk option had in fact
already been proposed to Gerard Thery, France Telecom's pre-1981
general manager, who had brushed it aside. The idea of France Telecom
acting as bill collector for third panies was not at all to his liking. The
same system had again been put forward by Philippe Bodin, a member
of Mexandeau's staff, and grudgingly accepted by Jacques Dondoux,
whom Fran~ois Hencot frequently reminded that, although the profession of tax collector was pleasant enough, throughout the history of
France such people invariably ended up on the wrong end of a rope!
Jacques Dondoux was mainly concerned about confidentiality. The
thought that users might be "traced" through the billing system gave him
pause. He set about looking for a way to guarantee the privacy and
confidentiality of exchanges on Minitel. A chance conversation with his
Swiss counterpart, Me. Traxel, apparently started the wheels turning. As
a good Swiss, Mr. T raxel knows what privacy and confidentiality are all
about. He let Dondoux in on a li({le secret of his own when he advised
him: "Why not set up a kiosk? That way no one will know who buys
what".
The idea made converts slowly but surely, but the set-up went against
the grain at France Telecom, which for the first time would be called
upon to collect money for a third party. A detail perhaps, but not a minor
one. The specter of customer complaints and their aggravation at phone
bills inflated by videotex charges loomed large. Then there was the matter
of devising a system for metering Minitel calls.
The balance would tip in favor of the kiosk system, on the grounds
of both ethics and economics. Better than any other system, it guaranteed
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Microcomputers vs. megamachines
Access portS are important, especially in videotex where the more
successful the service, the more ports are needed: Only one person at a
time can enter a port, which remains occupied until the call is over and
the user has disconnected.
The first videotex host systems, like the one for the Teletel test in
Velizy. the CITV, or those devised by CAP-Sogeti, Telesystemes, Steria,
and others, were mere computers specially adapted for the occasion
(access systems, communication protocols with the Teletel network, the
very first electronic mailbox software programs, and the like). At the time,
the commonly held view was that videotex services would be unwieldy,
with huge data bases to manage. Thus data processing capability was
naturally uppermost on people's minds, whereas the seemingly insignificant matter of the number of access ports got short shrift. It was also true
that the early days of the VeJizy test had seen a number of megaservices
go on-line. Managing such behemoths as the Redoute catalog, the SNCF
timetables, and the citizen's administrative guide was no mean feat - to
say notbing of the electronic directory, still the world's largest distributed
data base.
During this entire period, France's "conventional- software and
systems houses dominated the scene. They soon fonned a key sector in
the development of consumer videotex by raising the comfort level of
service design, which went a long way to spurring coment-provider
creativity. Credit is also due them for the vertiginous drop in host system
operating costs, which plummeted within a year from $25 an hour to less
than $2, and without which the viability of videotex service publication
was no more than a pipe dream. Moreover, it was the only videotex·
related sector that managed to export, thereby initiating a number of
foreign countries to videotex a. fa jranfaise. Together with service
publishing per se, it has been the main source of new jobs within the
videotex industry.
And yet the systems and software houses did not take the new
medium by storm. They were hardly sanguine about its prospects,
otherwise they would have invested in it and continued to play the major
part they had in the early days. Once the large-scale public projects had
been completed, and once Teletel and the electronic directory were under
way, they would appear to have lost interest. They had been ambivalent
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mOve with market trends explains how they managed to retain a foothold
in the market despite starting out with nothing more than their products.
It was Michel Bouvier who had introduced videotex to a number of
the outsiders who subsequently went into the business of hosting
videotex services. He had recruited them in the Velizy days to help design
and build the services he was promoting the world over. Jean.Louis
Fourtanier is the best known outsider. In 1979 this affable videotex
pioneer started up crL (a computer language consultancy), by no means
a run-of-the·mill software house. His goal was to develop data
communication tools. To meet the increasingly insistent requests from
Bouvier, with whom he had devised some 500 pilot-scale services, he
decided early on to market videotex host systems under the crL name,
which in June 1982 accounted for 70 % of his gross revenue.
Fourtanier's big break was to realize, well before anyone else, that the
Unix operating system was ideally suited to videotex, both in terms of
quantity and quality. He claims that his choice was a stab in the dark.
Before striking out on his own, Fourtanier had worked for Dassault
Aircraft where he had been surrounded by American consultants who
swore by Unix. And so later, when it came time to select a system,
Fourtanier went with Unix in the absence of any hard data on the
performance levels of available operating systems where videotex was
concerned. Developed in the Bell Laboratories in the early 1970s, Unix
was the product of a search for an operating system that would provide
a pleasant and efficient working environment in laboratories. Unix is a
time-sharing operational system with some 100 utility programs that can
accommodate an unlimited number of programs without becoming
overly complicated. Unix's feature attraction, though, is the low cost of
transferring programs developed in the Unix environment on to other
computers, thanks to its C programming language.
Unix ranks among the de facto operating system standards and has
since become a mainstay in data processing. But at the time, few people
Were familiar with it. Fourtanier was one of the few. He selected Unix,
which as he tells it was responsible for his company's incredible
breakthrough in videotex. While other host systems remained tethered
to the Mini 6 or equivalent hardware and dropped out of the consumer
videotex market one by one, CTL invested in hardware that operated
under Unix, thereby enabling it to transfer its services on to increasingly
powerful computers without making any software upgrades.
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CTL was able to finance its own fantastic growth. Today Fourtanier
is pleased to say that he never needed outside capital, even in 1985 when
investments were heaviest, since he is convinced that his bank would not
have granted him the necessary line of credit Until 1985 CTL was alone
in hosting communication services on big computers. The "conventionar
systems houses had thrown in the towel and had carved out a niche in
professional services requiring few simultaneous access points. Other
outsiders caught up in the move to smaller hardware developed
microcomputer-based strategies. Started in April 1981, the software
house SoCree adopted an approach round an eight.bit microcomputer, the
PSI-SO, compatible with CP/M software, and which sold, basic software
included, for $13,000 taxes not included. Each PSI-SO could manage
eight simuhaneous access points. Integrated in the KOBUS configuration, 120 simultaneous access points would be available at a cost of
15 PSI-80s + $3,200 for the KOBUS coprocessor. There were many
such schemes using Apple, Logabax, IBM PC, Thomson ... and which
resulted in a balkanization of the market.
During all this time, Fourtanier continued to forge ahead as his team
got a better handle on the Unix operating system. Naturally, a number
of coworkers had left to go into business for themselves, taking with them
a portion of CTL's know-how. Still, Fourtanier was prepared for the third
wave of videotex services foreshadowed by the mass-market strategies of
PI.., Funitel, Libi, and the Nouvel Observaleur, which relied on megamachines with communication functions prevailing over computing power.
On-line electronic mail services came into their own. Fourtanier had
opened his in March 198.5 with 100 access ports. By late 198.5 he had
over 1,000 ports (or simultaneous access points) on hand, whereas most
of his competitors had to settle for a few hundred. He had become the
pivotal figure in consumer videotex circles. Requests for access to eTL
poured in. The Nouvel Observateur service, which had run into problems
with SGIP, went over to CTL, which was attracting a growing number
of services and plowing every penny earned back into increasingly
sophisticated hardware. Fourtanier remained loyal to Hewlett-Packard
and in the course of 198.5 bought 10 big computers to replace the
"Model 1" he had started out the year with. Other systems operators had
gained a foothold in the big-capacity computer market Energie Videotex,
oddly enough a Johnny-came-lately to the sector, announced for
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system was reserved for the p~ss, ~ranspac access ~oints were begged
for like so many newspaper regIstration numbers, whIch are bought and
sold on the black market in France. Those who wanted to play by the
rules took a number and waited to be served by Transpac; they also made
arrangements to have a magazine or newspaper in their group. And so
the laws of supply and demand, with the concomitant share of fast
dealing, took root in the shade of the monopoly tree.
For the first five months of 1985, videotex was a veritable cornucopia.
Starting in April, anyone with a Minitel could access 25 billion characters
on· line. The electronic directory was receiving over 100,000 calls a day,
four times as many as the number (12) for directory assistance, and
processing up to 2,000 at a time. Sytem made a spectacular recovery
thanks to the beneficial effects of kiosk charging. G·CAM and TF-OI (a
subsidiary of the TV network, TF-l) launched Pluriei, the first videotex
emporium. The Nouvel Obsen:ateur knocked one out of the park with the
opening of its on-line rendezvous service, Alhu. Libtratio'l had recently
changed host system to shift in[O a higher gear. In a span of two years,
over 1,000 services had sprung up. 5,000 jobs had been created. France's
P'IT had invested $500,000,000 in videotex. The public adjusted well to
the kiosk system and used it without hesitation: 11 million calls a month
were recorded for 800,000 Minitels in operation.
There was electricity in the air. Not a day went by without a new
product being unveiled. Not a newspaper that did not contrast French
success with foreign failures. The Minitel had definitely been adopted,
and was used for everything: to converse, make inquiries, play games,
purchase merchandise. It was a known fact that over 30 % of those with
a Minitel did not yet avail themselves of the little machine, but amidst
the prevailing optimism this was simply regarded as a sizeable market
waiting to be captured.
And then on June 18, 1985, the Transpac network broke down.
Dominique Commiot in the magazine Sciences et Aveni,. commented the
event thus: "For two months, in this column, we have been describing
the wave of madness sweeping across a France bitten by the videotex bug.
Since then, the phenomenon had only increased in intensity, so much
so in fact that on June 18 those hundreds of thousands of Minitel fanatics
knocked out Transpac".
Transpac is the flagship of French datacom technology. Operational
since 1979, it was the world's first public packet·switched data network
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and remains the most powerful. It was one of the major reasons that the
X.25 standard was adopted worldwide, a format that enables computta:
the world over to communicate with one another. In July 1985 Transpe
consisted of 28 automatic switching systems connected by ultra
high -speed links. Serving 25,000 subscribers, it is guilty of only a.
transmission error for every 10 billion characters transmitted. TranspIC
conveys 400 billion characters per month, whereas the two largest
American networks, Tymnet and Telenet, record traHic levels of 100 and
50 billion characters. respectively. Transpac has made of SESA, who
designed it, the world's packet-switching leader.
How could a network such as Transpac simp ly give up the ghost one
fine day? The French were dumbfounded to discover that their high-tech
did not rhyme with perfect and that they were so dependent on
telecommunications networks. Contrary to what people claimed, however, T ranspac did not blow from overloading. The network was not
saturated and the volume of information was not on the hot seat. Calls
from Minitels accounted for 40 % of calls to Transpac, but only for 25 %
of the data transmitted. The cause of the breakdown was elsewhere. It
lay not in the amount of data transmitted but in the way people used the
MiniteL Minitellers, and especially devotees of on-line electronic mail
services, lend to access a service just long enough to see who is there,
and then zap over m another in search of better action, and so on. In
short, they drop in for a visit, take a look around, and move on to another
service to see whether the grass is greener.
In tenns of the technology invol ved, this so rt of activity is managed
by the software that controls the automatic switches. And it was the
culprit. It must be borne in mind that this type of software is extremely
unwieldy and contains seve ral hundred thousand instructions. Most
important, though, it is impossible to simulate the reactions of such
software under actual operating conditions, a drawback compounded by
the fact that in real life a snowball effect ripples through the network.
For example, when callers cannot get through to a service they keep
keying in the number. The automatic switch is thus deluged by a growing
number of calls that it is increasingly hard-pressed to handle. The
number of in-coming unanswered calls increases until the other
aummatic switches to which they have been automatically rerouted are
in tum congested, and so on, until the heart of the network is saturated.
This snowball movement must be stopped cold.
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Services by the packet-ful
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0 among the men and
women who had concentrated th . ey I.complex and comprehensive info elf. creative. energies on developing
rmatlOn services could have predicted

the extraordinary breakthrough of today's small and varied videotex
services with their summary, yet to-the-point. contents? Who could have
imagined that on-line electronic mail services would assume the
proportions they have, accounting for haU of all consumer videotex
traffic. And lastly, who would have thought that the media (television,
radio, print) would pounce on videotex in an effort to establish closer,
more interactive ties with their audiences?
None of this was in the cards. And what is more, the system, as
designed, does not really lend itself to person-to-person communication.
It is better suited to interrogating data bases. And so it was in the shadows
that users, encouraged by the Gretel episode, were to contrive to divert
the new medium from its initial purpose and make of it an object of
communication. And yet one needed only take a close look at the results
of the Velizy test to realize that something was afoot. That something
had not escaped the attention of Louis Mexandeau, who in his address
inaugurating the electronic directory in lIIe-et- Vilaine cited the on-line
electronic mail service as one of special delight to the Minitellers in
VeIizy.
And yet France Telecom's engineers were averse to acknowledging
as fact a state of affairs that did not jibe with their version of reality. They
objected to their system being used to host a real-time electronic mail
service for exchanging sweet nothings. Basically, they felt that such a use
was not dignified enough to be featured on an infrastructure of Transpac's
caliber. The same story had unfolded in the early days of the telephone,
which was accused of being a handy tool for arranging lovers' trysts. They
could not bear the thought that videotex would go down the same road.
They even went to great lengths to juggle their statistics in an effort to
mask the magnitude of on-line rendezvous service traffic. And they took
their strategy to the limit: The 1984 directory of videotex services listed
only three real-time electronic mail services - and they were all
professional. The others, which accounted for the bulk of kiosk traffic,
were concealed with a delicate sense of propriety under other headings
such as 'press', 'information', and 'games'. This same intolerance for
anything they felt smacked of flirting had led them to cut short the
on-line chat network that had enjoyed considerable success in the city
of Montpellier. Prospects for increased traffic often carry little weight in
[he face of conventional morals.
On the other hand, outsiders may also underestimate the feeling of
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Today the working principle of on-line electronic mail services is so
well known that there is no need to expand at great length on what made
Gretel special. Its most attractive feature at the time, and one that has
since found widespread acceptance, was the use of a pseudonym and the
fact that the pseudonyms of the other callers on-line were displayed.
Should a caller decide to leave an on-line electronic mail service for a
stroll through the information services, for example, he or she will be
contacted in the event a message arrives, which can be answered or not.
On Gretel no subject is taboo; callers can talk about whatever they want,
to whomever they want, at all hou.rs, night and day. They can look for
soul mates, converse with strangers (with no ulterior motives), or hook
up with their usual chat partners. By changing pseudonyms, callers can
indulge in mask games and assume various identities. On Gretel and her
future little sisters, callers are there without being there; they can see
without being seen, play at being someone else, and venture into the
unknown - at no risk. They feel protected by the screen and their
anonymity.
Adventurers poured through the breach opened up by Gretel, with
varying degrees of success. Gretel worked well and, with the kiosk system,
there was money to be made, so, went the argument, why not take a
chance? Many apparently shared their thinking, because a wave of on-line
electronic mail services hit the beaches in 1984-85, at times under
co mical circumstances.
Such was the case of Doctors Fran~ois Lagarde and Daniel Hallaby.
who found themselves in July 1984 at the head of an on-line electronic
mail service, almost in spite of themselves. Both felt it would be useful
for doctors to have at their disposal an electronic medical information
service. Their basic idea was to offer doctors a no-fee service that would
be financed by pharmaceutical companies. Minitel was still relatively
unknown, and the companies were not about to be wheedled into
sponsoring the operation, so the doctors set up the service themselves
with no outside financing. One day they happened upon the makers of
the first French microcomputer, the Goupil-3, invested $17,000 in one,
outfiued it with a dozen access ports, set it up in a basement in the south
of Paris, and started up the service. Six months later, they were on the
verge of panic: There had been so few calls that they were about to close
up shop. In desperation, Lagarde opened an on-line eleClronic mail
service. A stroke of genius! Those who wished to pay less (S.M is accessible
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through 36 14, the number for accessing professional services) arranged
to meet on SM, which as no one knew did not signify "sadomasochis(
but Jen.:eur medical or medical host. The two founding fathers bought
another Goupil. moved into different quarters, and finally obtained
authorization [0 access the kiosk. Then misfortune struck: Over I
weekend the microcomputers had been overloaded with calls and had
literally melted down. Everyth ing had to be replaced. Four months later,
Lagarde revived SM, this time with 48 access points. Today the service
is stored on A1T-Olivetti computers, and although the hardware has
changed, the service has remained as fresh as ever. SM offers four forums:
Ankae, Bahia, Capri, and Delhi, which can handle 5 calls at a time, no
more. SM was a new twist on [he concept of on- line electron ic mail that
was all the rage in 1985. With 40,000 hours per month, SM still occupied
seventh place among consumer videotex services in the spring of 1986.
STel appeared on the scene at the same time and can rightly be
considered Gretel's little sister. At the beginning of 1985 it was vinually
impossible to get through to STel. Calls came in from all over France,
and the service was constantly saturated. STel was just as interactive as
Grete l (it had adopted the same features from the outset), respected no
taboos, and was a prime example of an on-line electronic mail service
By keying in MSG or AMI from anywhere along the network, callers h.d
six lines of screen to correspond with the persons of their choice.
With such an access code, Sextel makes no bones about its intentions.
even though owner Cyril Jubert claims to sell the stuff of dreams, not
sex. On the verge of bankruptcy in December 1985, the service now ranks
among the most sought-after. And yet sensing the imminent end of easy
money in on-line electronic mail services, Sextel, despite its name, is
currently diversifying to other, "softer" on-line rendezvous services, such
as Tcbips or Chipy.
After opening their videotex information services throughout 198-4.
newspapers could not turn a blind eye to the marked success of on-line
electronic mail services. Although they had battled throughout 1980 for
the principle of editorial responsibi li ty, one perfectly alien to the world
of real-time electronic mail services, and had obtained in return a number
of distinct advantages on the new medium, they were tempted by on-line
communication services and the profits to be made from them. Slowly
but surely, they penetrated the market. At first they treaded delicately
by proposing hybrid services combining the electronic mailbox and the
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on· line chat service. Messages left on the service of the newspaper
IXJ.*cht dll Midi, for instance. could be read by all, but the answers could
only be seen by the person who had leh the original message. In addition,
cOmmunication was organized by subject matter (bridge, computers,
literature, and so forth). The caller was assigned a code that provided
aCCess to the confidential information received. But despite the system's
code.based structure and compartmentalization, the "rendezvous" mes·
sages quickly spilled over into the other boxes. The users of Minitel had
no intention whatsoever of going along with a system that tried to impede
their freedom of circulation.
Everyone would have sworn that the newspaper Liberation would hit
it big in videotex, remembering the newspaper's risque "Cheri(e)s" lonely
hearts classified section. It was indeed among the first to take the plunge,
but not without putting a toe in to test the water. Callers to LiM could
read and write love letters, make suggestions, and contact over a dozen
privately-owned radio stations. Once again, though, Minitellers decided
the service was not interactive enough and proceeded to appropriate the
system for their own purposes. They used the classified ads section to
correspond with other callers who had called in at the same time. Among
the services offered by Libi, one, the Videotex Comedy Theater, heralded
the great videotex developments to come. By assuming the personality
of one of the characters (Lady Dee, Miss Plume, Professor Mortus) callers
could read that person's correspondence, knowing full well that today's
Miss Plume was not necessarily tomorroWS.
A computer trade paper, Ie Monde In!ormatiquf, opened an e1ectronjc
suggestion box under the code LMI. The Parisien modeled its service on
the Vetizy electronic mail/mailbox system, replete with password and
breakdown into fields of interest. In short, nothing new. The Nouvel
Obsermteur, however, made a fantastic breakthrough with Aline. Within
only a few months of its launching, it had become the on-line electronic
mail service. As the ad said, "Aline is terrific"! Her more luscious sister,
Jatlf, launched a year later, would be just as big a hit.
Then there were those that were not newspaper and magazine
spin-offs and that were not specialized, like SM, in real-time electronic
~ail. This was a new breed of videotex publishers offering either
Information services, like erae, or transaction and comparison shopping
services, like TeUprix, or specialized information services, like Ellete/,
whose target audience was women. What set these publishers apart was
Slx?rtly after Cristo had startled Paris by wrapP;rI liP its oldest
~~,dge"lbt pQrlJ Neuf, CraCS lJidrotex crew /ollow::tmil with this
,JC(J$on s Greetings card: "Wrap' em IIp with Craef"
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~eir freedom of action and their enthusiasm for the medium.
bIg newspaper, they had no image to preserve and were free to
new ideas in videote~ ~~thout worrying aboU[ any potentially
effects on other actIvitIes. In fact, videotex was often their
occupa[ion. They aimed to build a full-fledged on-line service .«tor.
to ~nk am?ng ,the best, it had to offer. They would be the driving
for Innovauon In real-orne electronic mail.

~en. he, star:ed up his I!liprix se~ce in 1984, the last thing
Herve DelIsle 5 mmd was on-Ime electrontc mail. His aim was to
consumers with an on-line information service which he called
"Videotex Guj~e to Bargains in Paris", Grant~d, he introduced
contests. to e~hven. the system, but he gave no thought to
electroniC mati until later. In 1985 he came Out with a nest of on-Ii. .
electronic mail services under the access code AZ On the first level
w~s an on-I.ine chat se~ice ~Y su~ject maHer. On the second lev~~
pnvat: on-ltoe electro~1C mall ser:lce accessible with a password . .As to
the third level, there reigned unbndled imeractivity "3. la Greter. Callers;
wrote whatever ~ey wanted {~ ~homever they pleased. AZ is still gam,
great guns, and Its promoter IS to the process of redefining his strategy
aroun~ a videotex m.all conc.epr. No. one can say whether Delisle is
ret~rn.tng to the b.astc premise of hiS comparison shopping service.
ieUpnx, or prepanng to move with the market trend toward more
utilitarian services, or both.

,e"I-lm,.

, .Crac's services had likewise become more communication-oriented.
Cectle Alver~a(. had dropped the quality-of-life angle with which sh~
had ~ebuted to Videotex for a strat:gy involving not only more "practicalservIces, but also greater emphasIS on. co:nmunication. She had always
comended that Teletel was a commumcatlon medium and so it came as
no surprise that she was one of the first to promote an on-line electronic
mail/conversa~ion service that would be as free-wheeling as callers would
care to make 1(. What mattered to her was uncensored communication
using the finest available techniques. She selected the easiest-to-use
software and quickly shot to the cop 10 On the videotex service charts
,,:here she remains to this day. Billing itselC as the specialist of "live;
Videotex, erac owes over 80 % of its traffic to on-line electronic mail
services.

.
IS

The story of Ellete! has all the ingredients of a fairy tale and yet it
true. In 1984 the Women's [nformation Agency, the AFI, gOt involved
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in videotex to offer services for women. Available was information on
relationships with men, contraception, feminine hygiene, rape, but also
on baby sitting, shopping, bartering, news, and data processing. All of
which was presented with the woman in mind. Ellete! further o((ered a
real-time electronic mail service "for women" under the evocative code
name AmotlfS. Women were invited to talk about their problems,
exchange experiences, and so forth, until the day [ha.t this womenoriented service was taken by storm by a mascuhne force that
overwhelmed Amours and shut out the women. It is the only instance
in the history of videotex that the women promoters of an electronic
service for other women found themselves excluded from a service they
had set up, but would pocket the proceeds from an operation that was
all in all very lucrative.
The turning point in the development of on-line electronic mail
services was thus negotiated by a host of outsiders who had no other
activity to faU back on. There were many of them and we cou ld just as
well have mentioned Reso and Anti as STel and AZ. Their hallmark was
to move in lockstep with the unmistakable surge in demand of 1984-85.
As the communications applications involved are semi-automatic and
manipulated by the users themselves, there were no major operating or
design problems. The situation changed, however, as users became
increasingly demanding with respect to service quality, i.e. access times,
response times, ease of circulation, and so on. Th~ outsiders went to ~?rk
on enhancing service quality to meet the increasmgly tough competition
from new arrivals head-on, including representatives of the print
medium, e.g. Liberation with Turiu, the NOtlvel Observateur with Aline,
the Pan'sien libert with P/aisir and (A/in, the Hachette-Fillipacchi
Telematique Consortium with Union and Parents. They fine-tuned,
modulated and multiplied their approaches to produce roday's host of
available c~nversational forms on videotex, e.g. forums, soapboxes, grafitti
walls, blank walls, confessionals, drawing rooms, and on and on. In short,
they offer real-time conversation via a screen in all manner of places and
environments.
In its own inimitable way, the French PTr followed suit by opening
Meslel, the first-ever large-scale public on-line electronic mail service in
the southern port city of Marseille. It announced the colors from the
outset: The system was designed as an alternative to the telephone, the
mail, and the telex. A serious tool for serious people, as it were. The
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project has enjoyed well-deserved success, and French Telecom
preparing to expand the system, which combines the electronic dil"ed:ccJ
and on-line electronic mail. Callers wishing to send an electron ic
or message will find the mailbox number of their correspondent next
his or her name in the electronic directory.
Concroversies surrounding on-line rendezvous or chat services flare
up regularly. They fuel conversation at dinner parties, in the office. at
home. Those violently opposed take the P1T Minister to task, raising the
specters of prostitution. rape, and the resulting sink of corruption. It
bothers them that the Minitel is being used to promote behavior they
condemn. In September 1986 the holier-than-tholls mounted a large_
scale campaign against on-line rendezvous services. It was down with the
"rose"! (Videotex was first dubbed "rol~ or pink in 1981 because of the
newly arrived left-wing government's avid promotion of it: The rose is
the symbol of France's socialist party. The color "rose" or pink is also
associated with amorous goings-on in French, and so the Minitel had
gone from being "rose" because of its left-wing affiliation to being ~
with sexual overtones.) And so the PTT Minister got involved; the
chairman of the commission for monitoring videotex experiments
announced that a task force would be set up; and the association ofTe lete1
service providers took the same line.
This sudden, negative burst of interest in on-line rendezvous services
was due to a rape purportedly committed "through Minitel" and to a
prostitution ring that was supposedly started on the medium. But there
is no point exaggerating! Since the dawn of time communication has
been used as a vehicle for sex. This shou ld come as no great revelation;
it is common knowledge that the phone has long served the same
purpose (Paris' renowned tarts of the tum of the century, denizens of the
Bois de Boulogne, were among the first to subscribe to the telephoneQ,
but that the telephone is put to such use is a fact of life and does not
upset many. It may be that videotex is considered something of a minor
and in need of protection from those who would "deprave" it. If people
really want to clean up prostitution, there are plenty of less intangible
places to start!
DevQ[ees, on the other hand, touted the genius of the service,
invoked society's liberation and the sheer number of exchanges, and
praised the free-wheeling sound of the medium. They were delighted that
it rehabilitated after a fashion the art of writing and modernized it by
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Ie irimizing onomatopoeia and abbreviations. In their eyes, th~ Minite1
isgsomething of an instrument for. m~ing the ~ritten word .h~e. They
furthermore appreciate the medlU~ ~ potenual for allevlaung the
rampant solitude of our modem societies.
.
.
The PTT Minister tried to soothe ruffled feathers wtth a few chOice
d However the problem was rooted not in the essence of such
:e%i~~S. but rath'er in the way they were publicized, in t?e sam~ way that
publication is unfettered, but posting regulated. And smce thiS state. of
affairs was perfectly in keeping with the legal framework govern~ng
Minitel (since passage of the law of July 1982, ~e same as t~at regulat~ng
publishing), France Telecom was well a~v,sed .to ~vOld beco~l1ng
entangled in such a controversy. As a pubhc service, Its purpo.se IS to
distribute messages, not censor ~em. There. are censorship la~s
empowering the authorities to act If they see ht to do so: In fact 10
December 1986 and March 1987, the Minister of ~he lntenor, Charles
Pasqua., invoked a 1949 law on the pro.t~ction of. mmors as ~rounds for
banning the advertising of sexually exphclt magazlOes. Pasqua s approach
to censorship may not have been the most appropriate but would appear
to have won the support of Parisians, who had grown weary of the
proliferation of erotic newsstand posters.
For professional and for that matter amateur ~initel watchers, the
problem is of an entirely diffe:ent !'ature. Marc GUIllaume, profes~o: at
the University of Paris-Dauphme, IS a watchful obser:er .of the Mmltel,
which he sees as the finest example of the communtcaUon tool of th.e
third millenium. For him, the fact that conventional morals m~y ~ a bit
rattled by the new medium matte~ little; what interests him 10 the
Minitel is to see in what ways It foreshadows the ne~ forms of
communication and the new behavior patterns of the commg century.
It is his feeling that the Minitel is insinuating us into what he call.s the
"spectral society". where the individual, protected by screen~ and re~leved
of responsibility by anonymity, will be able to communtcate Without
revealing his or her identity.

The media pounce on the Minitel
As long as no system for billing videotex. services had b~en
introduced and any return on investment remalOed an abs~~ctlOn,
videotex initiatives lived and died with France Telecom SubSidies. A
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handful of outsiders and municipaJities were the exception to the rule.
Back in early 1984, though, the French broadcasting scene had not yet
changed much. Since passage of the 1982 law on TV and radio
broadcasting, local privately-owned radio stations could broadcast legally,
but they were barely able to keep afloat for lack of advertising revenue,
which was still prohibited by law. Once they were allowed to advertise,
as a result of various forces at work and the realization that no medium
could long survive on volunteer help alone, local radio stations would be
prepared (0 use videotex to establish ties with their listeners. By late 1985
the move was in full swing, peaking in the spring of 1986. Already in
February 1986 'Radio France', 'Radio Music', 'Stereo', 'Radio Aline',
'N.R.].', 'R.M.C.', and 'Sky Rock' all had videotex services. 'Sky Rock'
service, originally s[Ored on Maxitel, a system known for hosting the
high-ranking services of Antigel (communication s, including on-line
electronic mail) and FNAC (event ticketing, merchandising catalog,
among many~ is currently chalking up 100,000 hours of connect time
per month. Its new host system, TelHun, with its 16 different access
codes, was the fifth ranking videotex host system in tenns of connect
hours as of June 1987. During the month of March 1986,20 new radio
stations opened electronic services offering information, games, coverage
of various events, rock-and-roll hit charts from many countries, and
- guess what? - on-line electronic mail services.
But back in early 1984, it was the "conventional" media that were
getting into the act. The publishing groups Hachettc and Fillipacchi set
up a consortium, Hachette-Fillipacchi Telematique, for research, development, and operation of consumer videotex services. The consortium
was headed by Roger Lajus, a videotex leader who had made a name for
himself back in the Velizy days by creating the videotex version of one
of Paris' events calendars, Pariscope. A few months later, the TF-l TV
network set up a subsidiary, TF-Ol, which it turned over to Jean-Marc
Vernier, with a strategy that called for ventures combining data
processing, videotex, and television. In October of that same year TF-1
launched television's first electronic infonnation service. It served up
news bulletins, TV schedules, practical information, poll results, and
TV-related games.
Audiovisuals and television now form an effective team. The project
development director of the Antenne-2 nerwork, Fran~ois-Henri de
Virieu, had analyzed Ute process correctly. His political "talk show",
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f'Heure de Vente, where a political figure is interviewed by three
successive journalists, opens and closes with the results of polls
conducted on the spot via Minitel. Virieu's example was imitated by
others. such as the 1V magazine Thalassa, which was launched in April
1985 and originally targetted only the 10,000 members of the Thalassa
Club. Whenever it covers any kind of special event through videotex
(sailing regattas and the like) it is regularly saturated by calls from
non~members. The same rush greets the Paris~Oakar road rally, the
Route-du-Rhum sai ling race, and many other events covered jointly by
television and videotex. FR-3 actively promotes the use of videotex,
together with a policy of combini ng various media. It may invest li~t1e,
but FR-3 gives service providers (CfL for the lIe-de-France regIOn,
Gretel for Alsace) opportunities to come up with novel combinations that
are guaranteed to produce some kind of reaction on the air that at times
overload their partners' host computer with calls.
It was around this time that the French heartland came to know the
famous truncated kiosk call number. Thanks to television, the general
public was initiated at no cost to the kiosk system in panicular and
videotex in general. The anchors of TV news programs would frequently
exhort viewers to key in 36-15 + Thalassa, or + FR-3, or + TF·l to
find out more about any of the features seen on the air. And it happened
none too soon, because France's wire selVice, the Agetlce France Presse,
decided to broadcast its dispatches using the videotex format. In Ute
process, the conundrum of videotex news bulletins was solved for service
providers, who for a monthly subscription fee of a little over $800 no
longer needed to juggle with their texts but could simply "toss out" A.F.P.
dispatches as they arrived.
When France Telecom's very active Commercial Affairs Division
manager Fran~ois Henrot left to go to the Compagnie Bancaire in March
1985, he had every right to be pleased with what he had accompli~hed.
All the communications groups were involved in videotex. The regIOnal
dailies, with which he had crossed swords on a number of occasions, were
making strides in videotex know-how. ~e publications of the Hachet~e
Fillipacchi Group, those of the Perdnel Group, and the maga~me
l't:.venement du Jeudi were all present and accounted for. The TV statIons
were also involved. The advertising sector, still a bit behind the times,
debuted with a videotex information selVice on magazines specialized in
classified ads and on the ads themselves, promoted by Contesse Publicite.
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And last, hut nOt least, the local privately-owned radio stations would
soon climb aboard.
A great believer from the outset in the Minitel's transaction potential,
Henrot witnessed the surge of the banking. stock market, and consumer
credit services. With the recent opening of Cadilel and Telbnarket (the
videotex supermarket). Hemet believes he has caught a glimpse of
videotex's ultimate application: daily shopping by Minitel.
But he did not succeed in opening up the kiosk to operators other
than the press, and radio and TV broadcasters and he was unable to
prevent the increase in the telephone base rate - and for these reasons
he felt he had to resign. It was his belief that France Telecom's pricing
policy - since modified - was unsuited to putting videotex or any of
the other services being developed into orbic. Two years after Henrot's
departure, the long sidestepped issue of pricing would be settled in such
a way as to promote development of a wider range of videotex services.
In videotex, as in the marketing of consumer goods, it is not healthy to
cling to a one-price strategy, but rather to base prices on the features each
product offers. But there are problems with price ranges in a new market
whose elasticity and reaction to change are unknown quantities. After
much discussion and shilly-shallying, the multilevel kiosk system, which
offered service providers the possibility of setting their prices at various
levels, took effect in the fall of 1987. It was introduced to lend credibility
to the somewhat vague notion of a videotex shopping arcade.
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and status (the customer wants to join the ranks of those who use Minitel
and specifically those who call Aline). Minitellers now knew what they
wanted.. Service providers knew what they could oUer and regrouped their
products into homogenous lines. The mailing of videotex was under way.

See all, know all
When consulting their Quid, a sort of Everyman's almanac published
annually in France, there are those who invariably find what they are
looking for (they are often under 30) and those who never find the
information they need (they are often over 40). And between the two,
a veritable no-man's-land; so the odds of finding the data are 50/50.
Predicting the chances of success on the basis of age is no joke, either.
The Quid is in point of fact designed for the under-30 set, and the
headings and the infonnation are laid out with young people in mind.
Something of the same applies to videotex. Just as bar video games
featuring male heroes locked in endJess combat with horrible monsters
and interstellar spaceships are primarily aimed at the male side of the
population and by the same token exclude the distaff side, videotex
services are designed for young people, who just happen to be the most
avid Minitellers, as statistics go [Q show. France's privately-owned radio
stations caught on to this market immediately. Theirs is a younger
audience than that of their older, public- and private-sector counterparts,
and they caught the first train for videotexville. As of April 1986, no fewer
than 30 radio stations had a videotex service on 36-15.
Won over by the good fortune of the videotex pioneers, the magazine
industry found its way to videotex as well, wil1 the notable exception of
France's Hersant Group, which apparently did not place a very high
premium on the medium but which nonetheless opened a classified real
estate advertisement service in March 1987. A total of 150 magazines are
now on the kiosk with services. The move to videotex by radio stations
and magazines augurs well for the medium's future. They already have
target audiences, which often show a high degree of "brand loyalty". They
have specialized, high value-added infonnalion on hand, with which they
could renew the existing videotex product line, rather than settle for the
old standbys that are games, news flashes, and on-line electronic mail
services. This is not [Q say that mey will not take a shot at the known
quantities with proven track records, but in any event they are developing
more up-market services.
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For the first time, race organizers were able to pinpoint boat positions
in real time and Fourtanier's boat became the race mascot and
headquarters for journalists covering the event
Fourtanier was prepared for the 1987 edition of the race, with a more
powerful boat and more sponsors. In the fall of 1987. the most amazing
Route-du-Rhum boat race ever was on Minitel for landlubbers, CTL went
all out, "'not that it's a moneymaker," explained Jean-Louis Fourtanier,
"but in terms of PR, it's fantastic". One by one, all marine maps were
digitalized for display on the screen, Harbors could be blown up 10 times
to allow for the zaniest navigation games on real seafarers' maps, with
real sandbanks and currents, The only thing missing was the wind, but
hourly reports via satellite kept players abreast of that too! Like other CTL
services, it would have been offered to several Minitel-service providers
if Fourtanier had not opted to concentrate on exporting his know· how
to the United States. 1n December 1986 Canal Plus opened a service that
is quite original indeed. Canal Plus had been using Minitel since opening
day to poll its audience and gauge subscriber reactions, Its consumer
service naturally provides all the standard operations but is always on the
lookout for new departures. In line with this policy, Canal Plus offered
viewers a world's first in the spring of 1987: it broadcast in six mostly
nightly installments an audiovisual videotex program, a sprawling
adventure game called 'Shanghai-Paris', controlled by the viewers
themselves. Imagine a color Minitel with picture quality on a par with
that found in the comic strips plus audio - that's audiovisual videotex!
Today's Minitels cannot use the requisite "alphageometric" display
format, which is sharper and richer than the currently available
"'alphamosaic", so called because the pictures are composed of numerous
little squares that come on screen one by one, Canal Plus accordingly
used the 1V set to receive the picture and sound signals, while viewers
themselves operated the controls via Minitel. The program thus unfolded
differently for each viewer. The game was straightforward enough. With
one eye on the TV screen and the other on the Minitel, players tried to
find their way back to Paris from Shanghai while avoiding all sorts of
pitfalls and unpleasant surprises along the way. How? By always making
the right decision, of course! The viewer had to decide whether to take
the northern or the southern route; use the spare or fix the nat; get help
from a local or do it alone. All choices that had to be made in the thick
of the jungle or the yeti-infested snowS of Siberia. Canal Plus racked up
149

THE MINITEL SAGA
THE MALLING OF VIDEOTEX

as many as 1,200 calls per show _ at two .
.
.
In. the morning! 1t Was an
unqualified Success pointin th
by INA, CCETT. and
to mteractJVe television. ConceiVed
c~mbinations from which each pia er 1f:o:1~ fe.a~ured over 3,000 possible
his Own game plan. Vinuall no ~ov
pIC, and choose to construct
all the shots and lived or diId b th e ~s o?bgatory. The player caJlcd
a sharp move would go to the .Y d' e.;, aJ re~lt for a masterly strategy or
The print med' h d
~n IVI. U payer and no One else.
13
a gone mto v d
.h
'
ascertain what their readers w
h' I. eo [ex Wit a view to using it to
only by polling. perusing rea~;r t m.~mg. some~ ing otherwise feasible
wanted a tool for staying in co ta mal. or a~alyzl~g sales curves. They
,
. .
os nt touch Wlth their d h ' ,
o antJclpate its needs ",
h'
rea ers
,
, IS en to w at It has t
d Ip In order
I
'
0
say,
an
observe its
reactions, Videotex is tailor m d
always be gathered amid t
a e or Just thaL Needed information can
and news updates,
s
e games, on-line electronic mail services,

JMEbV:::

ili

However, the mass media and I " ,
.
with the major problem o f '
.te eVlSlon lD ~artlcular, are confronted
intensity depending on th managmg peak caU mfluxes, which varies in
s ~n the ?ost system. A TV
~how that attracts only j%eo~~r: ;;e~f
In terms of percenta·
c vieWIng audience - not much
If only 1 % 01 those v~:ers ':aJ7c;;:e~eIess watch~d ~y 1,700,000 people,
are going to converge on the host ~~:eotex ~ervlce Involved, I 7,000 ~aJls
As the teChnology now stands the ro~uter. I~ a very short lapse of time.
computer Can manage more 'than P2 em,ls Insurmountable. as no host
manufacturers have announced f b~ooO slmul~neous calls. Computer
On the drawing board Cle'
ar, Igger machmes. but they exist only
,
ar y, as ong as the probl
fh
'
goes unresolved and the
be
f
em 0
ost capacity
'
num
r
0
comp'
'
d Isproportionate to the po'e ,', .
er ·
entnes
.
nlaslzeolatl·u·
, remains as
IS currently the case the t h .
e eVISlon vlewmg audience as
,
, 0 erwlse prom is"
.
and Videotex will be co f' d
109 integratIOn of television
n
Ine
to
off-h
b roadcasts, short of announcing th t
I h o~~ or narrowly targetted
be taken, as is the case on rad' a on y t e Irts x number of calls will
10 game shows.
B
d
.,
y the same token televisio
ballooned since Alain Mo
• n a verttsmg for Minitel. which has
of 1986 for his Ouilei servi;eeaounsFunpre~edf'<fthnted campaign of the spring
'th
.
rance s I
TV st t'
La C'
,
WI Out Its problems, Alive to the difficul
F
a lon,
, mq, IS not
at work developing a rero t'
ty, ranee Telecom IS currently
approaching saturation t~ I~t~~::m ~at;ould ~nable. a host computer
ca y Iven mcomlng calls to less

rr:

solicited machines. It will be ready by late 1988 and help remove a major
obstacle to the mass media's use of videotex.
The TV set was long flatteringly referred to as a window on the world.
Today the same can be said of the Minitel, except that it remains very
much a product of its environment and even at that is installed in only
10% of French homes, Yet at the pace developments break nowadays,
it may be that tomorrow it wiJI be as annoying for the Minitel to be cut
off as it is today for water, electricity, or television. Mter all, where else
could you find the exceptional amount of information available on the
over 8,000 kiosk services?

Live via Minitel: six stormy days
"Today, Monday, December 8 is a national day of mourning.
Mourning band to be worn for a week. Street processions to be calm and
silent. Call to the general population, labor unions, associations, and all
democrats for a general strike on Wednesday, December 10." This is what
callers keying in 36-15 + Libe found on their Minitels December 8,
1986, France was gripped by student turmoil in late 1986 and for six days
running [Wo million Minitellers were able to access what amounted to
a log book of the unrest. They had their choice of services such as It
,i\1ondt', PI., and Ie Nouvel Observateur, but more than any other Libl
succeeded in making Minitel a peerless tool for information and
communication on that winter's student revolt. Its impact was such that,
at a procession to commemorate the death of Malik Oussekine, a student
who had died in a clash with the police, a lone cryptic banner stood oU(
among the hundreds being paraded about on Paris' Denfert-Rochereau
plaza; it read '"For Pasqua: punch in Matrak", Pasqua referred to the
Minister of the Interior, while '"Matrak" was the phoneticized spelling of
the French word for billy club! Minitel-spawned speech patterns had also
taken to the streets!
On Friday, November 28, 1986, the daily Libkation received an
unusual phone call from a student, member of the UNEF, a student
union close to the Communist Party, but a member as well of the
'"ecumenical" Student Coordinating Committee. He asked Liberation to
help him and fellow students mount a videotex service on what was
happening in student circles, The daily explained in no uncertain terms
that it would not be party to sponsoring UNEF but would do it for the
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Student Coordinating Committee. A few hours later another phone call
informed Liberation that the Coordinating Committee would not be
meeting until the following Tuesday, but that in the meantime the
committees of three Paris universities had endorsed the idea pending the
full Coordinating Committee's expected approval on December 2.
Satisfied with this partial guarantee, Liberation, together with Student
volunteers, set about working up a service that would be baptized FAC,
short for faculti, which designates schools within a university or I
university in its entirety. They hammered away throughout the weekend;
by Saturday evening the electronic mail component of the system was
finished and on Monday at noon the entire service was ready to go. They
waited for the go-ahead from the Coordinating Committee, which was
given as expected on that Tuesday.
The system included three components : an information service,
"Four reasons to refuse the Devaquet bill", draft university reform
legislation named after its sponsor Alain Devaquet, which had sparked
that winter's student unrest; an interactive communication service; and
a game service featuring "Monorypoly", named after France's Minister of
Education, Alain Monory. As the crisis festered, new entries were added
including a map of France showing which universities and high schools
were on strike, appeals to the population from the Student Coordinating
Committee, information on demonstrations, government statements,
pronouncements by the political parties, and so fonh. News bulletins
were updated hourly so that callers knew in real time exactly how many
people were participating in each demonstration.
To prevent disinformation, the Studem Coordinating Committee had
a secret code with which it alone could "'input" information in the system,
information that everyone could read, however. "Violently beaten by
three police officers, Malik Oussekine died in the early hours of Saturday
morning, rue Monsieur-Ie-Prince in the Latin Quarter. "Cardiac decompensation", asserts the district attorney. One thing is sure: he was beaten.
By three members of the riot police motorcycle brigade, according to a
witness, who was likewise assaulted by police in the entryway of his
apartmem building." Like this one, the communiques were as straightforward and concise as could be.
Forcefulness and concision were likewise hallmarks of the appeals
to the general population: "On Thursday, December 4, a million students
demonstrated without inc idem, demanding that the bill be withdrawn.
In
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which were available on-line for anyone wishing to consult tnt......
these messages, to % would be censored on the grounds that
contained incitements to murder, racism, and informing, or
because they were incomprehensible. Caller's comments 'w:c~re;e:::
ous by their variety. Where the university reform bill was c
wanted to know who had understood it and what it aimed to do.
enquired about what action might be taken against striking
did not hand in their tests; about the government's
minorities; about the fact that the elitist institutions of
the grande! leo/es, remained aloof from the student movement
they did not feel their interests were involved; about the impossibilier
for a democratic state to talk matters over with students; and about 1M
fact that Liberation must have got real fat on all the calls to 36-U! 0..
Miniteller who had obviously spent a lot of time in front of the screea
during those days of turmoil "penned" the following comment to
Liberation's editor in chief, Serge July: "Hey sweetheart, you coulh
lightened up on the prices. We're not rich, y'know."
Like any fast-breaking, fast-developing event (such as the taking of
a hostage, execution threats, a political or financial scandal, or, in a lighter
vein, a tennis tournament), the student revoh served to point up the
Minitel's special qualities. It is a handy substitute for the old phone, since
the other end of the line is always busy in times of crisis. It nicely rounds
out newspapers and magazines, which can be updated only daily in the
best of cases and do not accommodate commentary, except in the
inevitably dreary and after-the-fact letters-to-the editor column. Minitel
offers both information and games, but above all a forum where readers
can make themselves heard. It delivers up-to-date information throughout the day and invites caller reactions. In addition, there is no need to
"tune in" at a given hour, as is the case for radio and television news
broadcasts. News is at once ever-changing and permanent, and every
editor in chief of a videotex news service entertains the hope that each
morning will bring some extraordinary event which will light up the
service. When one evening in June 1986, PL displayed the corrected
copies of the French school- leaving exam, it hit the mother lode! The
Minitel is ideally suited to managing and monitoring surprise events.
Through its twin features of interactivity and anonymity, the result of
confidential access codes, callers can both communicate and make
inquiries. With the addition of a toll-free number service, the Minitel can
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... to make Minitel a tool for consulting various kinds of data,
f""'.oriented as well as utilitarian, something of a multifaceted
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In April 1985, Piuriel arrived. Its promoters, G·CAM and TF·Ol,
oJoi>bed il the "first videoteX shopping mall". It was designed to appeal
• the \5 to 35 year.old set. Using one code name and the 36· D call
~r, Pluriel brought together under one roof various service
offering Minitellers a new twist on old services. On the
communication front, it served up a videotex forum, a conventional
...line electronic mail seIVice, a "dazibao" or blank wall for graffitists,
• teleconferencing service, and a classified ad section. For gamesters, it
proposed an interactive detective novel and a bevy of games and contests
.dI as could be found on Gretel and Crac, for instance. Callers could also
e
inquiries by accessing seIVices such as Camera press for shoW times
_ the like, .Monde Informations Spectacles for event ticketing. and the
GttUle des droits et des demarches, a citizen'S handbook. Those looking for
eatertainment needed only consult the service's listings for shoWS.

~ders

.uc

Jata,urants. and night spots.
Plumi billed itself as a multimedia infonnation machine. Its two
JIIIlners truly went hand in glove: G-CAM with its technical know· how
and TF.01 with its information and show·business expertise. All the
ia.gredients were there for a classic success story, especially considering
Ihat a limited truce had been called in the TV network war in the sense
Ihat FR.3's videotex magazine Thalassa was listed in p/uriel's table of
contents and TF-01 was collaborating with the Antenne·2 network on
projects.
Oddly enough, though, P/uriel never really took off. Admittedly. the
access codes GP.l, GP.2, and GP·3 were not what could be called sexy.
The real reason it never really clicked lay elsewhere, however. There is
• season for everything and even a good idea at the wrong time is bound
!O misfire. At the time, the public was not yet prepared to cruise around
m an open videotex area. What was more, Pluriel had failed to introduce
some method in the madness of the amalgamation of various services it
hosted. The service really had more in common with a curiosity shop
than. a supermarket. Lastly, its attempted move to more value· added
tnvlces feU wide of the mark. Callers accessing prunei today will find
and on-line electronic mail services but nary a useful bit of
mformation . And yet Pluriers kick·off campaign was cleverly done.
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"Waiter, a cocktail, and make it snappy!'" ran the ad inserts, addiaa:
"Pluriei, a cocktail of services".
True, ·era( is all it's cracked up to be" as the ad says, but it has ewn
more to crow about sin ce the fall of 1986. Cecile Alvergnat runs a ti&ht
ship and did not want to be hamstrung by on-line electronic mail
services. Her enthusiasm for communication notwithstanding, she vay
early on sensed that the market was ready for something new. In the
spring of 1986, she unvei led S.O.S.-Devoirs (Homework) to help childrat.
with their schoolwork in the evening. By keying in 36-15 + S.O•.£.
Det'Oirs, they entcr into contact with an on-line teacher. This premieR
was not an immediate success, which goes to show that like any other
product a videotex service has to be broken in, but it was the forerunner
of a more comprehensive service launched in the fall of the same year
. under the same 5.0.s.-24124. Craes strategy called for enlisting the skills
and know-how of companies specialized in practical information services
to produce a complete line of products for everyday needs. They
proposed eight entries, six of which were coproductions: law, education,
data processing, insurance, events calendar, travel, and books. The novel
aspect of Crac's new set-up resided in the fact that the data base was only
one component of the system, which in addition featured real-time
communication (a specialist on-line a few hours a day) as well as off-line
communication (answers co complicated questions sent to designated
mailboxes the next day). This three-pronged approach is close to
Alvergnat's heart; she wants to avoid losing touch with her customers at
all costs. Otherwise, how would she know which way the wind was blowing
so she could plan accordingly. Crac resembles a shopping mall in that it
offers a wide range of services, and furthermore introduces a personal
touch in its customer relations through ongoing direct contact. Crac's
videotex services are people-hosted, and "crackers" are proud of the fact.
The newspaper daily Le Monde did not see fit to enter the videotex
market until September 1986. Antoine Beaussant, who had come over
from the Sligos Company, and Gilles Katz, who had mounted
Liberation's videotex service, were the artisans of the project, along with
Philippe Desmet, head of videotex at Segin, the host system. Le Monde
had long vacillated between buying out or buying into an established
videotex company o r starting up its own service, and in either case there
arose the issue of whether the videotex service should be kept separate
from the paper or whether it should bear its name, i.e. its image. The
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Videotex : a new alliance
Back in 1981 , videotex players had dearly defined roles to play.
Either they were weJl versed in the mechanics of videotex. like the
syst<m and s<>ftware houses. or they had information to put on· line. like
s And then there were others who were in both ends of the
.... press.
business. Mail.orders houses. for instance. were highly computerized and
had the information from their catalogs to feed into the system. And
thcre was the SNCF, whose train timetables and computerized reservation system constituted an electronic data system as such.
In 1981 videotex entrepreneurs accordingly had three options: They
could be service providers or host system operators, or both. With a few
notable exceptions such as major companies that chose to do both,
videotex trailblazers specialized on the basis of the
they
brought with them. a state of affairs that persisted until intrOduction of
the kiosk, i.e. of a charging system that as videotex traffic rose made it
possible to calculate economic factors and determine break-even points.
In the meantime, host system operators had expanded their
product.lines. and hardware had become more reliable and better suited
to the specific needs of videotex. The profession of host lost some of its
mystery for the computer illiterate, and some publishers, seeing that the
business of hosting was the more lucrative, decided to become their own
hosts. The Nouvel ObservateUr, which had changed hostS twice, jumping
from SGIP to CTL, discovered to its great wonderment that Jean.Louis
Fourtanier, CTL's fiery director, was raking it in thanks to his on· line
electronic mail service, Aline. Following bitter and ultimately fruitless
negotiations to lower hosting costs, the Nouvel Observateur decided to
mount its own host system and in the process pocket an the remittances
from France Telecom. Many service providers, the Parisien libert,
Llhiration, and Crae, to name just a few, went the same route.
Of the $10 an hour paid by the user of the kiosk, France Telecom
remits approximately twO thirds to the host. The host then decides what
portion of this amount goes to the provider of the services stored on the
system. In the very early going, to simplify matters, it was decided to split
the pie three ways since no one knew exactly what cost -what. While
France Telecom's one· third share for distributing the data has remained
the same, the division of the other twO thirds between hosts and service
providers has changed considerably. The host nowadays remits 50%,
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futile. One thing is certain, however: They are rarely spelled out in
contracts. Nor are they based on a clear-cut division of labor. It
fluid world of one-to-one relationships in which emotional ties seem
prepOnderanL Every case is unique. These "couples" are generally
~ on gentlemen's agreements, with their ups and downs. bitter
.isputes and irreparable break-ups. and passions fired by the thrill of
~very and shared creation. There is, however. one constant in these
IJf«ments: The pioneer spirit invariably prevails with its pragmatism.
tdaptability, flexibility, capacity for continuous innovation, and genius for
alvaging the most compromised situations. Against this backdrop, no
ODe fears being tagged a weathercock for suddenly changing course or
wJlenrly denying what he publicly asserted the previous day,
cecile Alvergnat is tops in this field. Her Crae service no longer
employs content developers. With the exceprion of S.O.S.-Del.;oirs, the
oo-Iine tutoring service. no data sets are produced on Cra< premises. A
lone "house editor" gives the videotex impn'matllr to final products
developed by outside content providers, At the French book publisher
Gallimard. staffers are busy turning out for Crae an electronic edition of
Ihe children's book collection '7..es livre5 doni vous ete5 Ies beroJ~ bestsellers of the role playing genre, while erae has provided its videotex
expertise in return, They exchange know-how but no money. and
COntracts are nonexistent. Barter is back! No matter, they continue to
work together on other products that are published on paper at Gallimard
and on videotex at erae. At the 1986 Paris Book Fair, Gallimard installed
some 40 Minitels at its stand to promote their jointly produced videotex
services.
. The nature of partnerships with small content publishers is really no
different. Along with Capform. a small travel agency, Crae publishes a
tnvel service. Needless to say. there was no call for bids; the heads of
Capform and erae are neighbors. They ran into each other on the stairs.
got (0 know one another. talked shop on occasion, and decided it would
be a good idea to do something together. What happened next was a
replay of what had gone before with Gallimard. Capform contributed its
t~vel industry know-how and erae put it on videotex. Joint ventures of
thiS type are commonplace and are characterized by a carpe diem
approach rather than a thought-out diversification strategy.
The Ie Monde daily's Antoine Beaussant, who is pushing his "videotex
network" strategy, has entered into the same type of agreements - albeit
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Advertising is also a significant factor. It is no accident that content
providers seek out a Ie Monde, a Li/Jira'ion, or any other videotex window.
They hope to reap considerable publicity advantages, hence increased
traffic. The service provider, which has a vested interest in the success
of its services, naturally promotes them in its columns or through any
ocher advertising outlet _ and both parties reap the rewards. As for the
host, its role is to see to it that there are no breakdowns, a task of
paramount importance in view of the technical complexity 01 hosting
multiserviccs.
When the M01ldt service opened for business, i[5 namesake ran an
advertising supplement that was the product of unprecedented bartering.
A front page advert featured the products of Tilimarket, complete with
the prices of whiskey and sardines, a first for as prestigious and austere
a newspaper as It Mande, which had reason to fear reader rejection. Inside
the paper. a double-page advertisement was devoted to its host, Segin.
The publicity was "free" but the partners (hOst and content providers) had
"financed"
the supplement.
The essence
of the new videotex partnerships is to be found in this
one_good_turn-deserves-another approach, where the fair_market value
of new services, because they are new and changing. has not yet been
determined. On the other hand, it is common knowledge that the worth
of a videotex service derives from the interplay of its component systems.
And so partners share the good times and the bad, exchange "freebies",
and return favors. For its part, the host anticipates software and hardware
upgrades that may prove vital for service providers. As to content
providers, they format their data stocks in anticipation of putting them
on-line when the time comes. For their part, service providers promote
all their services, regardless of origin, and work ceaselessly on their
editorial look to maximize traffic - the driving force behind these
partnerships.
Segin's Philippe Desmet asserts with conviction that the new
partnerships are based on confidence, a fact that sets them apart. In the
world of videotex, pacts are often concluded with a handshake, rarely with
a signature. A return to the past or sign of the times when innovation
proceeds from the ill_defined amalgamation of various and sundry and
seemingly unrelated skills, which no conventional contract can
accommodate?
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Laurent Dube and Bernard Liscia do, however. stand out from the crowd
of videOlex consultants. Any chronicler of the history of videotex would
be woefully remiss not to recount their stories. Both Dube and Liscia are
videotex pioneers who are veterans of VeIizy - each in his own field.
Dube was one of the first designers of videotex "pages". He got his start
II velizy and has since made his mark by training dozens of graphics
specialists. He acquired his second claim to fame by developing the
formats of the Funitei service, which were regarded as masterpieces of
layout design and have preserved their charm and appeal to this day. But
Dulle continued to forge ahead, meeting along the way Herve Delisle
_ my, the world of videotex is small! - with whom he founded the
consultancy firm Laurent-DubC, which employs a staff of seven and has
an annual gross income of some $700,000. They have projects galore for
the media of the future. For Dube, who believes in his lucky star - which
has never let him down - it does not matter whether he works on
Minilel, videodisk, or even interactive compact disk.
Bernard Liscia and T riel are one and the same. One man, one
company; they go hand in glove. Liscia's guiding principle is to be neither
host operator nor service publisher, but to help design services where the
user is king. His original team included a determined young woman,
Pauline Georgiades, who had worked full-time for the Velizy project
team. Triel was involved in the project well before other companies.
Georgiades, who has a knack for putting her discoveries across to people,
was something of the user-friendliness inventor in the Teletel experiment. Through the electronic mail service that she hosted day and night,
Georgiades was in the best position to take the Minitellers' pulse. She
was aware of their problems, desires, and frustrations.
Slightly cramped by the necessarily rigid framework of a national
experiment that left no room for flexing one's imagination, Georgiades
had to settJe for running an off-line, i.e. delayed-time electronic mail
service. She nevertheless gained invaluable experience, which Xavier
Viollet, the "statistician" of the experiment and loday consultant al the
well-known Oresys consultancy, set about interpreting statistically. The
Whole Triel team reaped benefits from the experiment. Since then Liscia
has made great strides forward and today can take pride in having worked
for every major media group. Triel has some $ 1.4 million in annual gross
earnings and a staff on which no one has the same background, except
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the five computer peop le. Triel owes its originality to this meltins pot
of skills.
Jean-Paul Figer, vice-president of CAP.Sogeti France, is an old pro.
He has been workin~ in ~ata processing for 20 years now and for just.
long has vented his distress over the poverty and inadequacy of
man/machine interfaces - without much response. He has always beea
surprised by user tolerance for his profession's handiwork and now IIJI
that the Minitel was a watershed in that it was designed for use by tbe
public at large, who would never have end ured dialog sequences desigae4
by specialists for specialists. It was at that juncture that a small temL
formed to specialize in the very special occupation of user-friendlineu
designer, whose job it is to raise the comfort level of videotex insttuct:ioal.
Today a small team of 10 is operational and plans are to IOcreae.
to 40. Until now, primarily computer specialists have applied for the
positions of user· friendliness advisers at CAP.Sogeti, an understandable
state of affairs since there are so many of them. Figer, though, knows 01
non·computer people who have proved they can do the job, and does
not fee l that EDP experience is a must. What is more, Isabelle Perrot.
who originated the profession, is not a com puter expert. but she
happened to have worked on the software dialogs for the electronIC
directory during her tenure at the Havas subsidiary ODA. She now
applies her know· how to all manner of videotex dialogs, whether for
professional or consumer use. To do so, she takes up position amona
future users, watches them at work, identifies their reflex movemena.
analyzes their difficulties, and takes it all into account when setting up
the videotex service they wi ll be using. Her job is at the center of desasn
work situated between the computer specialists and the users. Sbe
arbitrates between the system's technical constra ints and its potentiIL
Her skills are as sought.after in data process ing as they are in videolel.
where the same software dialog problems arise. The same holds true for
software package designers, who incorporate this know-how upstream to
that their products are accessible to the genera l public.
Without Fran<;ois de Valence, however, videotex might not have
condensed into a coherent whole compre hensible for tbe layman and the
would-be videotex operator alike. In 1979. before the first inkling of:
interest in videotex was yet discemable, de Valence, wh~ s~nsed
advent of tbe electronic information era. founded the publlshmg ~
A jour. Its first p roduction was a newsletter enti tl ed Injotecturf,
I
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focused on data bases. In 1980, he launched Videotex. still the on ly
professional videotex industry journal. It had a circulation of 10,000 in
198 1. In 1983 he came out with a general pub lic magazine, Minittl
/lfagazine. De Valence's group. bolstered by capital infusions from the
newspaper Ouest~Frmlce and the SPER company, today has gross annual
earnings of ove r $ 8 million. A staff of 45 puts out an impressive number
of specialized newsletters. Nothing escapes the shrewd de Valence:
videodisk, computer~assisted education, biotechnology, telecommunica~
[ions, and so on.
A jour was highly instrumental in structuring videotex in France. It
channeled useful information to all the secto r's players. By printing an
abundance of articles on the innovati ng applications of videotex, it helped
lend credibility to the Minitel. Until 1985 and the emergence of other
publications in the same niche, credit is due A jour for being the only
source of information on the French videotex experience and its
repercussions on professional and mass· market sectors. Paradoxically, A
jollr, which thinks of itself as a publisher turned to the future - and is
- has also chronicled the history of videotex, in spite of itself. A witness
to its history from the very beginning, A jour is an indispensable guide
for anyone wishing to retrace th e history of this medium from day one.
A jours arch competitor hit the newsstands in 1985. The Perdriel
Group'S Revue du Minitel, directed by Patrick BeOlard, prompLly shot to
first place in terms of paid circu lation. In 1986 competition heated up
- as did tempers. In 1987 the two rival publications went through
numerous layout and design face· lifts. They were both aiming to
convince advertisers of the medium's value. Since then the two
prolagonists have been to court. De Vale nce had registered the trademark
·Minitel"; he sued the Revue du ,Miuitel claiming it had misappropriated
the name "Mi ni tel" and won his case in the lower courts. The Perdriel
Group has appealed the ruling. The Revue du Minitel has beco me
Telematique Magazi11e. Stay tuned for further developments.
So many people have had a hand in the ge nesis and development
of the Minite l, so many have helped establish its credibil ity, that it would
be preposterous to draw up a hit parade of the great figures involved.
Even if it were feasible, such an idea would run counte r to the essentially
collective nature of the Minitel saga. Designers, user· friendliness
specialists, and graphics experts have all made a contribution to the
transformation of an engineers' contraption into a tool of commu nica169
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tion. Journalists. by reporting on videotex ventures, companies, ,,",'!'I~.
and new applications, helped weave these disparate strands into a
tapestry. On-line network hosts are the latest players, and have given
system the human touch.

Of networks and men
One sometimes wonders whether society at large is doomed to ..
push-button existence. Whether the fear of a future world where maa
will speak to machines only, through other machines, is wamuted.
Whether the communication needs of the 21st century will be met by
robots. Although the advent of new technology did indeed arouse tbiI
shadowy fear a few years ago, today it can be asserted that it . .
groundless. One need only look around, simply turn on the Minite~ lib
over three million Frenchmen, to see thaI something else is afoot
A phalanx of new professionals has penetrated (0 the hean of
communications networks and information systems. Together they aim
to make communication less intangible, less artificial, but also to facilitlte
it and mesh it with the desires and needs of those who call in.
Communication loses its tangible quality whenever effected over
networks, whether transmitted for utilitarian or entertainment purposes.
whether used for professional ends or not. All the conventiOllll
references of communication are lost. The eyes, tone of voice, fac:ill
expressions, impromptu exchanges and the adjustments they permit, all
this material is charged with clues and markers and is replaced with
written information that can be consulted or not, stored or not, discussed
or ignored.
Machine·based communications systems like the Minirel combine
the disadvantages of the telephone and the mail compounded by the new
difficulties of man-machine communication. Given the circumstances.
there is an understandable need to provide users with a framework that
helps them get their bearings, comprehend and follow through a call 01'
search for information. Enter the on-line network hosts, who are there
to see that the call gets through, that callers find what they are lookiD8'
for: pleasure, assistance, orientation, company, adventure, or a simple
piece of information.
Over 8,000 services are currently available on Minitel, an embaI1llSS"mem of riches. Two years ago, on·line network hosts were unheard of.
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Not that they did not exist, of course, but people looked askance at their
occupation, which was lumped together with soliciting. Today an on-line
hosi is considered a plus. There are some 200 practitioners of the art
in France. The question is whether they know it. They are scattered
among various companies, two or three per firm except for two that
employ over 20. They are a1l new to the job and unaware of their
numbers. They were drawn to the profession by the prospect of contact,
diversity, and change, many of them simply happening upon it. When
asked to enumerate the qualities of a good host they invariably reply
imagination, openness, a feel for person-to-person contact, a healthy
dose of tact and diplomacy, but above all a sense of humor and a solid
knack for summarizing.
And indeed a good measure of humor and imagination is called for
when receiving the day's umpteenth declaration of love or when
confronted with a caller's fathomless loneliness. Coming up with the
right words, therein lies the art of a good host. As for the ability to
summarize, it is essential when dealing with 150 callers on-line, 20 of
whom are engaged in conversation. At times like these, network hosts
have to be able to resume any of 20 conversations at any point They must
remember who is who, to whom they have replied, who has said what,
who is on-line but has not yet "talked", who is hiding behind the new
pseudonym, who is lost on the network, and on and on. They have to
have the knack of picking information out of the air, replacing it in its
context, and resuming the exchange.
Some network hosts work in a narrower, more specific context.
Some, like Philippe, are specialized in on-line teaching. Every evening
for one and a half hOUIS, he helps children do their homework from his
home Minitel. Secondary schoolers who have keyed in 36-15 +
S.O.S.-Devoirs and asked to be connected with an on-line teacher find
themselves with Philippe, who helps them on· or off-line. If the question
is easy or of interest to all those on-line, Philippe transmits the answer
immediately, thereby enabling the students to help each other and to give
thought to the same subject, like in class. If the problem is knotty and
not particularly pressing, Philippe deposits his response the next day in
an electronic mailbox. He is of the opinion that the future of teaching
depends on the new forms of guidance offered by videotex. He has
long-term plans for the medium and is a great believer in a videotex
171
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school, the warp and woof of which would include 00- and ofl-line
communication, and computer-aided teaching.
Yves Marie hosts S.O.5.-Jun"dique, a legal advice service on Crac, and
shares by and large the same view. The legal world quite obviously strikes
him as dreary and videotex seems to him just the thing to liven it up.
There are no loopholes for the legal eagle on Minitel. Callers expect
clear-cut answers to specific questions. Yves Marie follows the same
procedure as Philippe. Easy answers are transmitted immediately and
more complicated ones sent the next day, unless the user is rerouted to
the data base, which is always more to-the-point si nce it has been
assembled from actual cases.
Michel, 22 years old, has knocked about the communication sector.
He has been involved in photography and advertising, and did a stint in
a disco as disk jockey. He prefers the title "mediatitian" to host, because
he feels that the ultimate ambition in this job is juggling the various
media. Videotex is all well and good, but combined with radio and
television it is even better - and it is already a reality. He is
experimenting with all manner of combinations in his region in
conjunction with FR-3 and local radio stations in search of formulas that
will make videotex a feedback tool for one-way media, thereby lending
them the missing imeractive dimension.
One would be mistaken to believe that professional commun ications
systems can forego network hosts simply because they are utilitarian in
nature and have something of a captive audience. Because such was long
the commonly held view, generations of technical systems - in
particular numerous electronic mail services - have been consigned to
the dustbin of technology. The loss of the usual features of communica~
tion - the sound of the voice, facial expressions, eye contact - also
affects professional communication when the latter is effected via a
technical system or network. People cannot for long simply talk into a
void. Wex company has grasped this fact; it sells software communications systems, but not without a host elemenl. Its systems are highly
advanced and one might think that they would run autonomously if
outfitted with a sophisticated electronic mail service. This is exactly whit
Wex, a Franco-American firm, wanted to avoid by integrating the human
factor as a permanent feature into its network. Ghisiaine, who has been
in the business for a few years, is convinced that it is bound to catch on
in Wex's client businesses when they discover that employee use of
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available communication tools depends by and large on the helpful
presence of systems hosts. In addition, hosts are the first [0 realize what
upgrades and new products are needed. They quickly become the pivotal
piece in the puzzle of new technology distribution. They are also
instrumentaJ in meshing supply and demand. Theirs is a two-fold
assignment: familiarize users with the technique in question while seeing
to it that they do not feel rejected and can handle the system; teaching
users and avoiding that the technique becomes an end in itself but rather
is put to a social or corporate use that makes it meaningful.
On-line network hosts and systems hosts are brand-new occupations.
Small wonder, then, that their definitions and mechanisms are a bit
nebulous. The on-line teachers of S.O.s.-Devoirs who teach Cracs student
clientele have little in common with Wex company's systems hosts, who
facilitate their clients' commercial operations. Both may appear superfluous in an age of computer-aided teaching, sophisticated data bases, and
user-friendly communication software. And yet, they play a very
important role in smoothing the development of network-based
communication.
Advances in the development of artificial intel1igence undeniably
offer an answer to difficulties in using communication and machinebased information systems. VideOlex can take advantage of the situation
in terms of both savings on system operating costs and system comfort
levels - and it would be foolish to deny the fact It would be just as
dangerous, however, to oppose human presence and artificial intelligence
on the network, as was long done with home and network systems until
their complementarity was recognized. Such mutual exclusion theories
only fuel "theological" debates on "good" vs. "bad" technology.

Foreign lands
For Gerard Thery, former France Telecom general manager and
architect of the launching of Minitel, the 1987 vintage of the little
machine is light years from what he had envisioned. He does not even
recognize his own child any more. His offspring was more intelligent and
mOre adaptable. It had been raised to go into data processmg,
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communication, and graphics information using an enhanced d isplay
format; to be outfitted with various peripherals and become a constituent
part of office automation systems and home electronics. And 10 years
later they show him (he same little machine - as rudimentary as ever
but built to take a licking - and which has not yet caught on outside
of France. Granted, the Minitel has succeeded in marshalling into action
a host of players in the publishing field. And indeed their numbers have
increased in recent years. But the industrial end of business presents a
far less sangui ne pictu re. First, the videotex terminals, exposed [0 normal
market forces, have been upgraded - Minitel I was followed by
Minitel 10, with Minitel 20 in the offing. Upgrades notwithstand ing, no
real technological leaps have been achieved, even though the terminals
are now computer compatible, whereas over the same period of tim e the
range of microcomputers has greatly expanded. Furthermore, French
videotex has not as yet really gained a foothold oUlside France, this
despite the fact that exporting had been assigned top priority in France
Telecom's and the government's 1978 pol icy statement governing new
telephone. related services. The success of French videotex is the envy
of the world, but this has not translated into any noteworthy penetration
of foreign markets.
Despite its undeniable appeal, Minitel has yet to catch on abroad. II
was originally argued - and rightly so - that a product following in the
wake of another that has already imposed its standard and forged a captive
market faces export problems. It was alleged that the British had
"traumatized" the European market by imposing their Prestel videotex
format, to which Europeans remain attached despite its relative fai lure
to measure up to expectations. The word "Minitel" sends shudders
through the European body politic. To justify resistance to the interloper,
questions of technical compatibility are also trotted out, although that
tack has lost some of its power of conviction in view of the fact that
28 countries have so far authorized Minitel. Lastly, some conte nd that
other countries' restrictive legislation effectively erects barriers to
importing of communications systems.
The Minitel export dilemma would appear, however, to have other
causes. The sine qua non of exporting something is to agree on what is
being exported. The paradox is that videotex, so seemigly straightforward
for those who work with it, is difficult to define as a product. The question
of what is being sold often elicits contradictory responses. Some would
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submit that the "videotex product" includes all its constituent elements.
They accordingly reason that the Minitel, the kiosk system, the videotex
access points, and the packet.switched network form a whole whose
components could not be sold separately, or only with great difficulty.
This line of reasoning, which has apparently been discarded after a
brilliant career in the role of conventional wisdom, shrinks export
potential by dangerously restricting the possibilities of adapting the
system to different technical and legal contexts. Others would allow that
videotex fa franfaise does not constitute a system strictly speaking but
rather is the sum of the know.how of a number of economic players, the
combination of which in France has made for a system that works. This
more pragmatic outlook clears the way for identifying what know· how
stands a decent chance of being sold on foreign markets. France Telecom,
for instance, has potentially marketable expertise in networks and billing;
the systems and software houses in hardware and software; manufacturers
in terminals and peripherals; and service providers in publishing
electronic services. Each of these skills and areas of expertise, which
together are responsible for the success of videotex in France, could be
exported separately or in combination. Lastly, many feel that exporting
videotex hinges on the internationalization of the Teletel network and
videotex traffic flows. Recognizing the fact, France Telecom has opened
its Minitelnet service, wh ich enables service providers from many
countries in the world to access French host systems. Any hope for
breaking French videotex out of its ghetto, so the argument goes. depends
on internationalizing the use of the Minitelnet network and using it to
host the services of foreign providers such as USA Today and the BBC.
In line with this approach, agreements were recently concluded with the
Belgian telephone company, the RTI, for interconnecting the French
videotex network to the Belgian network and delivering 1,200 French
videotex services to Belgian users equipped with either mic rocomputers
or videotex terminals. The situation is so complex that many have given
export of the Minitel up for lost. They argue that the first abortive attempt
is the last, that youthful errors cannot be redeemed, and that the
runner·up position in the communications market constitutes an
msurmountable handicap - unlike in conventional markets where
second-place finishers can learn from the mistakes of those that preceded
them.

a

Recently. however, some have taken to whistling a different tune.
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1?ese sanguine souls maintain that the time is ripe fOf" exporting French
videotex. Because the success of videotex in France is undeniable, and
t>c:ca.use its economic viability has been proven, they reason, the first
stirrings are being felt in Europe. In the van are private operators who
have been won over by the French scheme and have adopted it (or
opening electronic in1ermation markets in their own countries.
New developments have been reported in the United States too. The
American context has shifted and the Baby Bells - products of the
divestiture of A IT - are purportedly ogling French videotex with a view
to diversifying their activities. But American common carriers are not
alone in their interest in videotex. In both the United States and Canada
other initiatives are shaping up that may be concluded in the very near
future. Is this yet another mirage or the end of a long series of setbacks
on th.e export front? Are years of effort finally about to payoff, despite
abortive attempts and rude awakenings in the past.

Bright spot in the United States market
Europe's grim opposition to an across-the-board videotex standard
i~ 1982 all but dashed French hopes of penetrating the Old World's

Videotex market. It was initially felt that the countries of southe rn
Europe, less solicited by the British, might provide an opening, but they
had all ~~y could handle just to bring their phone networks up to par
bef?re glvmg any .thought to videotex. France accordingly turned to [he
UOIted States, which can be approached either as an equipment market
or a systems market. The French opted for the latter approach for which
their know-how is the most marketable. In addition, Japanese competition in this area was less fierce than for the tenninals.
The ~980 Intelcom Trade Show in Los Angeles gave France its first
opportUnity to mount a large-scale mass-media offensive. Of the
exhibitors, 22 % were French and 87 % American. There was one
Japanese company and no Scandinavian or British representatives. To
lend greater credibility to its demonstrations, France Telecom organized
an o~-site industrial-scale experiment. As part of an agreemen t
negotlared ~~ France Telecom's subsidiary, Intelmatique, between the
Havas SubSidiary aDA and the Continental Telephone Company (the
fou~h largest American carrier), the near-by town of Big Bear was
deSignated to host a test of the French videotex system, beginning with
the electronic directory.
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Back at the Trade Show, Intelmatique and Tymshare announced an
agreement caJling for the Matra company to sell Tymshare 100,000
directory- i.e. Minitel-based terminals in three versions, for office
automation, mass-market data processing, and point-of-sale use. The aim
was to jointly explore existing markets and opportunities. Tymshare was
primarily interested in the market for a videotex terminal with integrated
smart-card reader and, through its subsidiary Tymnet, in electronic funds
transfer. The parties involved were trading in systems, not hardware, and
the software and systems houses would playa leading part. Elsewhere,
in April 1981, under the auspices of Intelmatique, the French software
house Steria joined the consortium that conducted the Te1etel test in Sao
Paulo, Brazil and was to conclude an agreement with CBS.
Announcements of French operations abroad routinely punctuated
the news until 1983. In his February 4, 1983, address inaugurating the
electronic directory in Rennes, PTT Minister Mexandeau referred to the
100,000 terminals sold by Matra, the 25,000 sold by Telic, and the
establishment of a French industrial consortium for promoting the
French videotex system in the United States. It was also a fact that
companies like Cap-Sogeti, Sligos, TeJesystemes. and others would in
tum express an interest in the United States market. It was regularly
announced that such and such an agreement had been signed, such and
such a test had got under way, such and such a partnership had been
fanned - and that was as far as it ever went. It may be thaI in the wake
of Thery's media blitz French manufacturers thought victory was a
foregone conclusion and did not see fit to make any further effort or forge
a long-term strategy. In their defense it should be said that the Americans
themselves were unable to impose videotex despite the respectable
results of various tests. The Times Mirror and Infomart Company
conducted a test in the summer of 1982 in 350 California homes that
yielded just about the same results as the VeJizy experiment. One year
later, again in the same area, the Times Mirror teamed up with Videotex
America for the Gateway experiment, the outcome of which was just as
encouraging. So encouraging, in fact, that Videotex America entered into
several agreements with other partners to conduct videotex feasibility
studies in Maryland, Virginia, and Washington, D.C.
Why the devil, then, do such pilot-scale initiatives invariably fail to
reach the industrial phase, regardless of the promoter? The question is
a sensitive one and the answer must take account of a number of
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elements. It would appear, however, that the widespread use of homt
comp~(ers is not entirely blameless. When vidcO[cx was introduced,

Amencans already had a rival electronic information tool. But this did
not account for everything, for there is nothing preventing the usc of
home, computers for videotex purposes, i.c. connecting the two in an
organized network that would more easily accommodate a line of
services. The ultimate cause can arguably be attributed to American
deregulation. It w,as in the wind as early as 1980 and virtually all observers
knew that the object ,was to reshuffle t~e information industry, although
no one could say Just how the chIps wou ld fall. This climate of
uncertai~ty was to persist for some four years and discouraged people
~rom ~?g a chance on a market that was at the epicenter of deregulation
III that.lt IOvolved both ~e telephone and data processing. The prevailing
confUSIOn threw Amencan manufacturers off guard and limited Lheir
scope of action to mere field studies and demand forecasts. It also
impacted from the outset on foreign companies, which were at a loss to
unders~d what was. at stake. And understandably so since American
der~gulatlOn was deSigned to enable domestic compan ies to capture
foreign markets and to prevent foreign firms from staking any claims in
the United States market. At the time, however, no one was capable of
such an analysis, especially not the French, who were blissfully ignoram
of American law and irs development. Ie is understandable, then, that
they w.alked straiB.ht into a trap and that, in the process, any notions of
exportlOg they might have had were nipped in the bud.
And so in the spring of 1987 the question persisted whether French
efforts had been in vain. Whether the Minitel was destined to remain a
purel~ Fren.ch pr~uct. Whether despite its appeal to foreigners, and
Americans 10 particular, it would always lack that international seal of
app~val t:h~t confe~ .Iegitimacy on communications products. Whether
the SimplICity of MlOltel - a machine that can be used from the word
go, wher~as Q[her terminals require training _ was unconvincing.
Whether 10 a broader vein it was the role of rigid government agencies
to conduct export policy. Lastly, whether the United States market was
not simply impossib le to penetrate, especially in the area of new
inf~rmation technology, where innovations crop up everywhere. But the
~D1ted States com~unication sector is changing by leaps and bounds.
Smce A IT was divested, the Regional Bell Operating Companies
(RBOes) or Baby Bells have petitioned for the right to distribute data over
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their networks. After a protracted lobbying effort, they have been granted
that right in principle. The September lO, 1987, ruling handed down by
Judge Harold Greene, who rules the roost in matters of telecommunications deregulation in the United States, is by no means a panacea paving
the way to cost-effective videotex operations, but it is nonetheless a step
forward. With this first success under their belts, the RBOCs are pushing
their advantage. Judge Greene, a recent convert to French videotex, has
asserted that he aims to usher in something along the lines of the French
approach in the United States and the RBOCs hope to take advantage
of it. In an interview with the French business newspaper les &bos at the
Telecom 87 Trade Show in Geneva, he disclosed that upon his return
to the United States he was going to work on a new set of regulations
authorizing the Baby Bells "to become videotex operators like France
Telecom", adding that "it was by no means unlikely that they would
distribute terminals free of charge and recover their investment on
network traffic".
Behind the scenes the RBOCs are mounting a videotex offensive.
Videotex is gaining ground in the deserts of Arizona and Colorado where
the local carrier United States West is arguably the farthest along in
formalizing its venture. The company aims to interconnect independent
host systems and, using the kiosk system, offer a complete line of
available electronic services. It funher intends to use dormant packetswitched data networks and make money doing so. United States West
will reportedly invite American service providers to take part in a test
it will conduct in conjunction with France Telecom. Nothing has been
signed, however, even though Intelmatique has already sold United States
West two feasibility studies that have considerably cleared the way.
In the spring of 1987, the French press devoted considerable space
to an agreement between France Telecom and Nynex. a regional phone
company in the Boston area. This protocol agreement was greeted with
silence. The silence was all the morc deafening for French telecommunications people, who saw in the Baby Bells' selection of their videotex
system - apart from the ensuing export revenue - a vindication of their
marketing strategy and technical decisions.
Vindication may ultimately come from the city of Houston where
United States Videotel company, headed by Amin J. Rahme, has
earmarked $15 million for launching French videotex. In conjunction
with Southwestern Bell Corporation, which is supplying local area
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network access free of charge and has anted up $50,000 for the operatioo.
United States Videotel has decided to conduct a market test on 500
people equipped with Minitels from Telic Alcatel who will initiaJlr
receive some 30 data bases including the Dow Jones and the Soun::e.
Beginning in 1988 the company plans to expand its network to include
30,000 people. finishing the year out with 100,000. Out of a first purchase
order for 30,000 Minitels from Telic, 10,000 have already been delivered.
With the American flair for communication, United States Videotel
has come out with a four-color brochure showing an immaculately while
Minitcl, which moreover has never been photographed to such good
effect Customers leasing the Minitel, or any other interfaceable
computer, for $20 a month will have access to pay and toll-free services.
Technically speaking, the network is the spitting image of the French
version, except that its bills are more detailed. And Amin Rahme, who
acts like a regular systems operator, does his shopping in France. He takes
back text editors, printers, layout equipment, and the like, as well as
purchasing the know-how he needs. United States Videotel will soon be
connected, at its request, to the French network, and its customers will
get a taste of services la franfaise. The same type of set-up is apparently
being put into place in Montreal, Canada. At the initiative of a local
financial institution, the CETI, some 100,000 terminals will reportedly
be made available to the public in the very near future. 30,000 tenninals
have already been ordered from Telic, and the CETI, manifestly more
enthusiastic than ever, has announced that five million users should
ultimately be connected to the network. The promoters intend to adopt
the French system lock, stock, and barrel. However attractive this venrure
may be in the sense that it brings together partners with complementary
areas of know-how, its political origin - and the ensuing fragility of lbe
whole operation - should not be lost sight of. The project was the
brainchild of the Summit of Francophone Countries that had met in
Montreal and no sooner was it announced than it ran head-on into a Ben
Canada counteroffensive, who was evidently not about to stand by idly
while it was overtaken by this upstart. The eETI project did have one
advantage in that it had a terminal, the Minitel, something that could not
be said for Bell Canada, which had baptized its future terminal "Alex" (as
in Alexander Graham Bell) after toying with the idea of calling it "MinibeU·.
The CETI venture is one of those fabulous projects. It aims to
duplicate French videotex on North American soil, which is agreeable

a
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to French national pride. In addition, it is billed as a French-language
data network for the general public. As such, the project is invested with
a high degree of symbolism, which explains the aggressiveness of Bell
Canada and the amount of space that French newspapers have devOled
to it.
Jean-Louis Fourtanier must be ranked among the adventurers of the
New World. Game for any venture, he surely would not have wanted to
miss out on this one. For months now he has spent almost as much time
in the air as on the ground. He has accepted the challenge of bringing
America round to French videotex. French Connection is the u-ademark
of his United States venture and his response to the question of how to
prime the videotex pump in France. Before opening his New York City
office, he conducted a months· long test using leased
lines.
from his host
.
computer in Paris. He calls the results encouragrng, for "the mmute an
American lays hands on a Minitel, he becomes a fan". True enough, they
spend their time in the electronjc mail services, not often exploring the
other services, but admittedly the rest of the service is still in French.
This is all well and good for French expatriates in the Un ited States, but
a market naturally cannot be built around French information services
designed in France. Fourtanier will therefore have to find local publishers
who know how to design and operate services for Americans, which is
just what crL is doing at the moment. Fourtanier intends to extend his
system from city to city on a partnership basis. For now he is
concentrating on New York City and will move on to others as he finds
ideally suited videotex publishers.
Compatibility problems with the American network are not insoluble. The X.25 standard interface protocol that defines packet-switching
networks is international, even though a few little black boxes (furnished
by OST company) are needed to interface them to the Transpac network.
In Memphis, Tennessee, Fourtanier cornered the best known man in
town and convinced him of the advantages of the Minitel. He aims to
pursue the same approach, entering into partnership after partnership,
and thereby covering an increasing number of American cities. A pipe
dream or conscious and determined risk taking? Fourtanier has given
himself a year and $700,000 to make a go of it. Since the bulk of the cost
of the operation is chargeable to his American videotex partners, his
$700,000 is the price of persuasion. He already has the needed
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~echnological. infrastructure in Paris and so has to make no additional
Investments In hardware.
T~e crux of the problem is to find reasonably priced Minitels On the
Amencan market. Consumer videotex could very well be del" red
th~o~8h available ~o~e ~omputers, but FOurtanier believes th~;\he
MmlteJ keyboard With Jts IOtegrated control functions is irreplacable. He
has approached ,3 number of h~(els. which as a rule are not too strapped.
for ~ash, and WhlC,h that ar~ d7i1ghted to offer their guests an extra, offbeat
service, and he himself ~lstnbutes as many Minitels as the market will
bear - already 200 - In an effort to make converts.
Amen,cans want to use the Minitel for home shopping. Christian
M~rc~a.ndlse. head of Teiemarket, was quick to realize the Minitel's
SUitability for home shopping. He has reserved an access number on
French ~onnection .and is bent on becoming the Minitel home shopping
lea~er In the United States. Now, the average mail-order house
~wltchboard keeps 200 operators busy. Once the bill has been recorded,
It has to be va.lidated, whereas the home shoppers using Minitel effect
all . the operations them~elves. This fact alone is enough to attract
mad-order house profeSSIOnals who want to realize substantial savings.
However, home shopping in the United States means cable television.
Catalog merchandise can be shown, indeed "staged" on the television
scre~n. Far from the dry-as-dust videotex format of their Telimarktt
service on Ie Mo"de or Libe, the Marchandise brothers one technician
and. the o~er marketing man, are moving inro visuals. Already they are
eye~ng Pans Cable, the cable TV network in Paris, with a view to testing
their wares.
Will the United States take to French videotex? At last the American
ma.rk~t is showing signs of life and ever more projects are in the works.
!hIS IS ~Iready a first step, but what really reaSSures the average observer
IS the Sight of A~erican ~perators taking the bull by the horns. The
prosp~ct of ~roflts - witness those made in France _ is finally
attractlOg capital and enrrepreneurs looking for new media. And the
~re~ch now wonder whether they will get a fair price for their know-how
10 view of the amount of information they had to disclose to make a name
for their system.

Europe's slow awakening to French videotex
In January 1981, the British changed course. With 7,400 subscribers
to their Prestel videotex system at the time, they had fallen short of their
1980 target figure. The British videotex strategy was the domain of
government agencies that had adopted no workable policy where
terminals were concerned. They were therefore expensive, and especially
so - comparatively speaking - in a country where TV sets are rented.
And so, since the consumer market that British Telecom had originally
set its sights on was proving uncooperative, it was decided to veer for the
professional market.
The PresteJ system was designed in such a way that British Telecom
is both host and data distributor. Unlike its French counterpart, it can
change policy as it sees fit, one reason being the limited number of
available "pages" in the system that allows it to pick and choose service
providers. In the spring of 1981, British Telecom decided that its
professional clientele was better prepared for videotex than the general
public. The success of services such as that of the Channel ferry company
Sealink, which had subsidized the purchase of Pres tel decoders by 1,300
travel agencies, and that of airlines such as Pan Am, lWA, and Quanta
confirmed its supposition and started it thinking that professional
providers might tum out to be effective promoters of videotex terminals.
Private systems - either intracorporate or those run on a subscription
basis - also met with considerable success. The thinking, then, was that
thanks to British Telecom's new strategy Prestel would be the system to
beat in the world professional videotex market. The course would be
maintained throughout 1982. Today Prestel, with 7,000 subscribers, can
lay claim to having made a real breakthrough in professional videotex.
The public at large is no longer being wooed.
The Netherlands and West Germany bave both adopted the British
system, under the names Viditel and Bildschirmtext, respectively. And
both are subject to the vicissitudes and methods of Prestellntemational.
At the end of 1980, there were 1,200 terminals in operation in West
Germany and 1,800 in tbe Netherlands. In late 1981, each country
numbered 6,000 and 5,000, respectively at a cost of 3,000 DM and 7,000
guilders. The two countries were thus unequally equipped in terminals,
and France would only take the lead with the opening of its electronic
directory. Already, though, West Germany and the Netherlands were
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experiencing g~owing resistance to purchasing tenninals. The sitllltiotf.
~as such. th?t 10 1?80 the .Netherlands· P1T indulged in a fit of __
lntcr:ent.lOntsm alien to Its usual practices and compelled service
provldcl"S to outfit one subscriber with a terminal for every 50 ~
stored in the Viditel host computer.
For their part the Canadian authorities have not given up all hopt
of one day marketing their Telidon videotex system. The CanadiaIi:
government in~ested $ 27.5 million in 1981 and 10 morc in 1982 in IQ
eff~,: (0 sustam the system and bolster its export potential. Telidot
ofh~lals hav~ focllsed their efforts primarily on the United States market.
particularly In the area of onc·way broadcasting as opposed to interactiw
communication, where the United States and Canada are expected to
adopt the same standards. To date Telidon has not met with the succest
that the very high quality of its display format should have earned it
Telidon has furthermore encountered the same difficulties in the United
States market as Teletel.
As for the Japanese, who take the field for all the technological
battles, they are naturally present and accounted for in the videota
market. Japa~'~ public videotex service is called 'Captain'. The Japancll
postal authontJes, the NIT, conducted the first tests in late 1979 ia
Tokyo. The pilot network was expanded from 1,000 to 2,000 users ill
198~, at which time Captain contained 20,000 "pages" of information,
hostl.ng .200 panicipating service companies free of charge. Once apia
the fmdl.n~s bore .an uncanny resemblance to those of the Vclizy test U1d
NTT offiCials deCided to market the system starting in 1984 in the fODD
of a package deal costing some $20 a month. Today, like its videotes
?rothers elsew~ere - with the notable exception of Telelel _ Captaia
IS barely scrapmg along. And rumor has it that service start- up WII
stopped cold by the Japanese moral majority, who could not swallow tile
fact that the only cost-effective sector was the on-line rendezvous services!
. With so many systems on the loose - Prestel, Telidon, Cap_
Btldschirmtext, Viditel - the videotex market is understandably c0ngested, and no one is about to throw in the towel. Moreover, since die
systems and the tests that led to their selection were often the doings
~f large go~ernment agencies, something of national prestige is on the
hne. The hne of reasoning that advocates abandoning an unprofitable
system for one that offers proven cost-effectiveness is easier said thad
done. Apart from the matter of national pride, there are the variOUS
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competing standards involved that have been devised to be as incompatible with one another as possible and the difficulty governments have
to admit error and the attendant investment losses.
The European market is thus in a state of shock and until very
recently the odds of exporting French videotex - however impressive
its performance - to the rest of Europe appeare~ slim indeed. !oday,
though, there are faint indications that suggest thmgs are chang~ng. A
few private-sector operators who have been emboldene~ by the SIght of
successful enterprises in France and who want to do bUSiness on the new
medium have begun turning up in the electronic publishing market.
They are keen on adopting the French system regardless of how they have
to package their decision to make it politically palatable. Thus promoted
by individual European operators, French videotex might gain acceptance
beyond the borders of France.
The Madrid-based Santander Bank is a veteran user of French
videotex outside of France. In 1986 it decided to upgrade its semiinteractive voice inquiry system by outfitting it with an inexpensive little
terminal with which its customers could use other services in addition
to mere account verification. Radiotechnique, a subsidiary of Philips, was
called in to do the job and "summoned" to install Minitels at one end
of their voice concentrators. The partners were promptly confronted with
the complex and, on the face of it, insoluble compatibility problems,
which they managed to resolve only because of their combined
willingness. Would the outcome have been the same if the network
provider had not been, like Radiotechnique, a subsidiary of Philips and
if the affairs of the "family" had not prevailed over each party's divergent
vested interests. The network has since taken off. Fifty access points cover
all the Spanish provinces and 50,000 Minitels can access the Santander
Bank's information system. Santander has adopted the French strategy
by distributing Minitels for a few dollars a month to its customers, who
then have access to a wide range of banking services. Needless to say, the
Bank had to be aided and abetted in its operation. It so happens that the
bank is on excellent terms with Spain's telecommunication's administration. la Telefonica, of which it is a shareholder. Telefonica accorded the
bank the necessary waivers to install a limited number of Minitels. Every
year since, 15,000 terminals have made their inconspicuous way into
Spain. whose declared choice in videotex by the way is the German
format! Santander has already invested some $35 million in its videotex
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SwissJei alone already accounts for :;0% of Switzerland's total videotex
traffic. To avoid any potential problems, and also perhaps because
Switzerland is Switzerland, a set of ethical ground rules has been worked
out and applies [0 all wishing to take part in the operation. The success
of Swisstel is of more than just symbolic importance in France. It means
that it is possible to devise services abroad based on the electronic
directory - without a directory plan and without government subsidies.
No need to dwell on the prospects for French exporters as a result.
Moreover, if all goes well in Switzerland, Landarer's feeling is that West
Germany might be the scene of the next operation, provided the same
incremental and modular strategy is used - and no brass-band parades!
Things are budging in the Netherlands as well. It may be argued that
Viditel's partial misfire has reinforced the iconoclastic tendencies of those
who are tempted by the French system. The Stichting Telematica is an
association that promotes new technology in the Netherlands. This
umbrella organization brings together some 30 partners, including
representatives of Viditel and Philips. AJI were excited about the success
of the French operation and began contemplating the advisability of
sponsoring the same type of operation in the North Brabant province of
the Netherlands. Radiotechnique, Philips subsidiary and Minitel supplier,
was immediately asked to organize a series of contacts with French
videotex operators. A get-together was organized in Paris, where the
French demonstrated their wares, and another in Eindhoven in the
Netherlands, where the French again demonstrated their wares, this time,
though, before 300 paying customers. Service providers, contents
providers, and systems operators recounted their experie nces and
explained the philosophical underpinnings of the Teletel network.
Today Telematica has confirmed that it wants to install in North
Brabant a videotex network accessible to remote hosts, using the kiosk
system. 100,000 Minite1s will be distributed and the operation financed
by a consortium that may be joined by the Netherlands P1T if it is won
over by its marketing strategy. Needless to say, it is difficult to evaluate
progress of the Telematica project. It would be equally risky to venture
any predictions about the contents of the development projects of the
Santander Bank in Spain or the newspaper La Suisse in Switzerland. It
would be just as foolish to cry victory on the basis of two or three
scattered tests, especially in view of the manifest fragility of these projects
- despite their promote.rs' determination.
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Apart from the increase in project start-ups, a further recent ch
that has thoroughly modified th~ videmex landscape concerns the
of the sector's players and the fmancing terms they propose. Here is to
be found onc. of ~~ keys to exporting French videotex. Contrary to a
long-held behef, It IS not a matter of exporting terminals or any th
. I pUlZ~.
I I·
0 er
PI·e c~ 0 f th e tec h mea
t IS also not a question of exporting turnkey
services. Even turnkey services would be of French. i.e. foreign origin and
would in all likelihood not meet user needs and expectations. An
exportable system has to be completely overhauled and repackaged for
e~ch new. cultural, economic, technical, and legal context. Funhermore.
vld~otex IS no~ ~xportab le unless promoted by local partners who sell
thelf feUo~ CItIzens on the merits of the system, without which
salesmanship no communications-related project can take hold.
. The ~th of this has become axiomatic and nowadays all those
In~ol~ed 10 on~ way or another in exporting French videotex give top
pn.onty to seekmg out local pl~~ers to see projects through _ although
It IS. up to them to arous~ . mltlal curiosity among potential operators.
Their task ha~ been facll.ltate~ in that the concept of a low-cost
mass~~arket vIdeotex term mal IS now a fact of life thanks to the success
of Mmltel.

ff the French successfully develop suitable communications and

p~rtnership st~tegjes, one can be forgiven for thinking that Teletel oases
will ~Iowly spnng up. all Over the place. Such videotex islands might
multIply and become IOtereonnected, in which case videotex would not

have developed as originally imagined - through government fiat.
Go~er~~ent agencies Would ultimately come round to the thinking of
their CItizens, and !ele~el WOUld. then have become a de facto standard.
And yet such an Idylhc scenano can only succeed if in France the
various areas of know-how are staked out, clearly ranked by priority' and
expressly worked into a clear-cut export strategy.
'
French TeJecom:s export policy is gradually taking shape. Granted,
the advocates of sellmg the system as an indivisible whole and those in
fa~o: of a modular approach are at loggerheads. The latter, however, are
gaml ~g ground. The partisans of the modular approach, whose ranks are
swellmg, and Marcel Roulet, French Telecom general manager who
se~s~s that foreign markets are ready to convert to Teletel, are ~f the
opml~n that there are numerous strategies to choose from and that
selection should be based on the partner involved, local circumstances,
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and prevailing constraints. Finally a note of pragmatism in an institution
where technology often rhymes with theology.
Understandably, though, Telecom engineers are .so ~rou~ of the
success of their technology that they just naturally. consider .It u~lque ..To
their way of thinking videotex is a sort of fo~r-cyhnder engl~e lOeludmg
Minitel Transpac, YAP (videotex access POlOts), and the kiosk system.
As far ~s they are concerned, there is no salvation outside of the ~uad.
And yet the export set-backs of past years have gone to show that It was
impossible to sell this compact block anywhe.re.
.
Even in the United States, wh.ere the ISSU~ of networks IS. less
burning, changes in the texts governmg d~regulatlo~ make the busmess
of running telephone companies unpredictable. SIO~e S~ptember 10,
1987, the regional operating companies born of the divestiture of ":TI,
the Baby Bells, have been authorized to t~nspo~ data. They h~d sn~ce
pursued negotiations with Judge Greene With a view to persuadmg him
to modify his most recent ruling so they could operate videotex systems
profitably. The latest ruling was handed do~n on Marc~ 7, 1988, a~d
although it strengthens the hand of the Re~l?nal Operatmg Compantes
in voice and electronic messaging, the deCISion hardly opens th~ door
any wider for them to «Videotex". Still, the regulatory process m ~e
United States is highly "open-ended", and takes account o~ changes m
the economic ground rules and {he positions. of ~e players 10 the ~ec.tor
involved. The regulatory texts will change With time, thereby modlfylOg
the rules of the game, but the status of the Regional Operati.ng
Companies in the United States will certainly ne~er be comparabl~ With
France Telecom's. This difference will necessanly be reflected In the
respective technical schemes and billing systems.
From the outset, French videotex policy stipulated the need to
export. Ten years later, this objective has still no~ been achieved - even
if there are signs that an export breakthrough IS a~ound th~ corner..In
the meantime France Telecom had to develop Videotex In a hostile
environment _ France - and sell reluctant Frenchmen something
they are crazy about today. The goal of exporting, though, has gone
unfulfilled.
The proven success in France of an information ~nd co.mmuni~ation
technology is grounds for optimism. Another asset IS the mte.rnatlonalization of the Teletel network, which can be accessed from Just about
everywhere in the world. including Australia, the United States, Canada,
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and virtually every country in Europe. Depending on the country, data
are distributed via telephone networks, packet-switched networks, and
leased links. The internationalization of the network nO[ only enhances
its export appeal but also opens up new vistas to those engaged 10
transnational activities. The French have been hard put to devise and
implement a consistent videotex marketing strategy, a handicap virtually
commensurate with any technical success it has achieved. This egregious
deficiency explains that. despite the success of French videotex and the
ensuing notoriety, foreign markets have turned a deaf ear to it.
In addition, the absence of competitors is not necessarily a blessing.
Racing against no one but themselves, French videotex manufacturers
have not been exposed to competition. They have never been able to
compare their product's merits with those of others and have the
necessary cou nterreferences that wou ld have unabled them to upgrade
it. Thus the Minitel has come of age far from the fields of competition,
and one might reasonably wonder whether French manufacturers would
prevail in a confrontation with rival firms.
To point out that there are none around today would be the easy way
out. What possible interest would the Japanese or Koreans have in
developing terminals to be purchased solely by governmen t agencies
concerned about bolstering nalional industry? But if the market
blossomed and private-sector operators started buying, it cannot be ruled
out that Southeast Asian coumries - with their characteristic rapidity
- wou ld not take the terminal market by stonn.
Is such an assessment enough to motivate those who shy away from
exporring because the fruits of such labor are harvested late? Will the
French succeed in devising a range of systems suited to foreign markets
in those countries where both the market and the videotex mentality have
to be created from scratch. Or are they atte mpting to reproduce abroad
the same mode l that was so successful in France? The international future
of French videotex depends on which of these two courses is charted.
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bet that people still without a tenninal will not soon number among big
videotex users. Hence the decision to charge a few dollars a month. at
least early on, to separate serious users from the rest.
The question arises as to what such a policy change coupled with •
revamped rate schedule might bring. The days of the $10 pcr hour
across·the·board calling fee are gone. Now that the flat-rate approach of
the early days has been shed, a more flexible pricing system will be
available based on the new ratc schedule provisions adopted in the spring
of 1987. Henceforth, product lineups will be billed variously, dependilll
on their features. Professional services arc available on 36-16 at $10 to
$12.50 an hour. The 36-17 delivers more sophisticated services and will
cost a little over $2 t an hour. The question is how me public will react
[0 these changes and whether videotex demand will prove elastic, i.e.
whether demand will increase whenever prices fall off. No one can answer
these questions and only the 1988 year.end results will shed any light
on the matter.
Service providers are already anticipating and preparing publishing
strategies to make the most of the new rate schedule by organizing their
services with the new price range in mind. Ultimately though, the merits
of a given policy can only be judged in the light of the facts.
At the same rime, and thanks to the new rate scale that makes for
a lineup of high value·added products. service providers are preparing
new types of products and services that will give the Minitel a new
dimension. Today, available services arc diverse; tomorrow, they will also
be worth money. This new offer will without a doubt alter the world of
Minitel by making it the channel to the rarest of information, but it will
not radically alter its basic character.
The Minitel will not move up a step in quality unless integrated with
audiovisuals and data processing. In this construct, the Minitel could
function as a feedback channel for the mass media, through which they
could improve communication with their audiences. Likewise, it could
give a boost to closed data processing systems by offering a means of
greater user.friendly access,
By now it is common knowledge that a given medium changes
quickly and that a new technological generation sweeps the previous one
aside before it has even had a chance to demonstrate its full potential.
The advent of increasingly sophisticated graphics in home computers.
with the marketing of machines like Commodore's Amiga and Atari's
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Mini-glossary of the Minitel

ANTIOPE. The French standard of oneway broadcast of informalion (teletext)
in text form.
AZERTY. Name of typewriter keyboard
used in France; rtfcn to the first six keys
of me tOp lettt:r row.
BAUD. Unit of measure of data transmission speed on digital networks (I baud
- 1 bit/second).
BSC (British Broadcasting Corporation).
British public television.
BILDSCH IRMTEXT. Name of West
Germany's videotex system.

CNET (Centre national d'etudes des telecommunications). National Center for
Telecommunications Studies.
CNIL (Commission nalionale Informatique et Libene). National Commission
for Data Processing and Citizens'
Rights.
CONTENTS PROVIDER. Company
that offers videotex publishers information to put on-line.

CAPTAIN. Name of japan's videotex
network.

DACT (Direction des Affaires commerdales et telematiques de France THecom). Commercial and Data Communi~
cations Division of France Telecom.

CCElT (Centre Commun d'Etudes de
Te!ediffusion et de Ttlicommunications). France's Center for Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Studies.

DAII (Direction des Allaires industrielles
et intemationales de France Telecom).
Industrial and Intemational Affairs Division of France Telecom.

CCIlT (Comite Consuhatif International
TeJegrarhique et THephonique). Internationa Telegraph and Telephone Consultative Committee.

DGT (Direction Generale des Telecommunications). Telecommunications
branch of France's P & T Administration, now called France Telecom.

CEEPAX. Name of the teletext system in
Great Britain.

D I DON. French system of one~way
broadcast of information using the Antiope format.

CEPT (Conference Europeenne des
Postes et Telecommunications). European Conference of Postal and T decommunications Administrations.
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VHizy). Name of host system used for
the Telelei experiment at VClizy.

CITY (Centre d'information Te!etel

ELECTRONIC DIRECTORY. h replaces the print directory and is accessible via Minitel throughout France.
FACSIMILE. Electronic transmission of
19~

documents via the public switched tele·
phone network.
HOME BANK1NG. Remote payment
using an electronic smart card.
HOST. Computer that delivers videotex
services.
IBA (Independent Broadcast Authority).
Organization in Great Britain that
monitors private TV networks.
INTERACTIVITY. Exchange of information between a user and a host center
using a conversational mode.
INTERFACE. Device that makes it possible for twO unlike pieces of equipment
or systems to communicate.
MNEMONIC CODE. An abbreviation
offering rapid access to a service or
~page~ of information.
MODEM (modulator-demodulator). Apparatus for transforming digital signals
into analog signals and vice versa.
NAPLPS (North American Presentation
Level Protocol Syntax). Videotex system
developed by A'IT.
NTSe. American color TV fonnaL
OPTICAL FIBER. Glass fiber for trans·
mitting high-speed light signals. It is
used in the Biarritz network.
PAL. European color TV format.

carriers, products of the divestiture of
ATI.
SECAM. French color TV format.
SERVICE PROVIDER. Publisher of
videotex information.
SICOB. Paris professional trade show on
data processing and office automation.
SIMULTANEOUS ACCESS POINTS
(also called ports~ Loosely, interconnec_
tions whose number equals the quantity
of calls that a hosI system can process
simultaneously.

VIDEOTEX. System providing dial:up
access to one or more remote serviCes
providing iniormatio,:,. ~~ages" of.graphics and alphanumenc IOfo~atlOn ~
coded according to a speCIfic format,
transmitted via the telephone network
and displayed on screen.

VIDITEL. Name of the videotex system
in the Netherlands.
VIEWDATA. Laboratory nam~ of the
interactive videotex system 10 Great
Britain, marketed under the name
Prestel.
X.25. The CCITf stand~rd interface protocol for packet switchmg networks ~hat
defines the message structure ~qulred
by data terminal equipment to mterf~ct"
to a public packet network confonmng
to celTf standards.

SOFT ALPHABET, <;ALPHAGEOMETRIC', "ALPHA MOSAIC", "ALPHAPHOTOGRAPHIC". Display
formats of varying graphics capacity.
The current French videotex standard is
~alphamosaic".

SYSTEMS PROVIDER. Company thai
makes computer hardware and software
available 10 videotex publishers.
TOF (f€I€diffusion de France). TV regula·
tory and production body in France.
TELETEL (contraction of telephone and
television). Name of French interactive
videotex.
TELETEXT. One-way broadcast transmission of information using spare television channel capacity and received by
domestic TV receivers. known as Antiope in France.

PRESTEL. Name of videotex system in
Great Britain.

TI~LIOON.

PSTN. Public switched telephone
network.

TIC-TAe. Terminal integrating television and push-button telephone.

QWERTY. Name of the typewriter keyboard in use in many English speaking
countries.

TITAN. Interactive terminal.

RBOC (Regional Bell Operating Company). Regional United States common

VAP or VAPI (Videotex Ac~ess ~oint).
Equipment linking the publiC SWitched
terephone network (PSTN) and the
Transpac packet-switched data network.

Name of the videotex system

in Canada.

TRANSPAe. National public packetswitched data network in France. The
network ensures links between or with
remote computers.
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Why has videotex been so successful in France, when it has failed
to catch on anywhere else?
How is that the MINlTEL, regarded at the outset as a long shot by
the experts, now tallies six million hours of connect time a month?
Who would have thought that electronic publishing would attract
thousands of backers and that over 8,000 services would become
available on-line l
Was it a matter of happy coincidence or carefully considered
planning? Who knows what exactly goes into transforming a technical
and political phenomenon info a feature of everyday life?
Marie MarctlOn_d is thoroughly conversant with her subject and
recounts the inside story of the MINITEL miracle with humor and gusto.
She vividly portrays how men and women from various walks of life,
alternotely fired by enthusiasm and plagued by doubt, were
instrumental In making the MINITEL what it is today - a resounding
success

MARIE MARCHAND has been on ovid chronicler of
developments in new information technology for
10 years
A researcher at France Telecom's SerVice de 10
Prospective, she IS well placed to analyze the
Introduction of communications systems In France.
She has written numerous articles and supervised
several books. always providing concrete analyses of
the emerging trends and markets thOt herald
tomorrow's information-based SOCiety

HUBERT CURlEN is Professor at the University of Paris
and former genelOl manager of the CNRS, France's
Notional Center for Scientific Research In 1976 he set
his sights on the stars, taking the helm at the Notional
Center for Space Studies and subsequently serving as
chairman of the European Space Agency's Council
From 1984 to 1986, he was Minister of Research and
Technology before assuming chairmanship of the
Scientific Council for Notional Defense. He hQs sTnce
been named Minister for Research.
Hubert CUlien admits to a two-fold ambitiOn, building
bridges between research and industry and
promotIng 0 United States of Europe.
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