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Abstract

[bookmark: _GoBack]The critical academic debate on Netflix has already highlighted the “unavoidable labor of localization” the global service has to carry out or contract to operate smoothly across borders (Lobato 2018: 116-121). But not much has been said about independent local players that help to align the global service with local audiences, doing that without any authorization or recognition, still looking for its place in the new distribution ecosystem. Employing the perspective of valuation studies, this article discusses the changing business model of a Czech VOD directory Filmtoro as an example of a new type of local intermediaries contributing to the social construction of the global VOD market.
 
Netflix came to Central and Eastern Europe in January 2016, in the wave of what has been since referred to as the “global switch-on”. The ten-million Czech Republic as well as the neighboring five-million Slovakia are both post-socialist, small and peripheral markets in terms of population, language, the volume and exportability of its media production. They had shared one state until 1992 and their languages are very close, to the point that Czechs and Slovaks can routinely understand each other and are used to the presence of the neighbor’s language in their public sphere and media (which applies more to Slovaks understanding and reading/listening to Czech than vice versa). However, Netflix adopted different approach to each of them: while it has invested in localization in the Czech Republic, it has not done so in the smaller neighboring country. As of March 2019, the Czech Netflix catalogue (counting approx. 5 000 titles) included 0.5% of dubbed and 9% of subtitled films and TV series since mid-2019, Netflix dramatically ramped up the process of subtitling (covering 23% of the catalogue as of December 2019) and translated the interface. Slovakia, on the other hand, has so far lacked both the localized interface and subtitled or dubbed content (after producing 27 localizations, Netflix stopped adding Slovak subtitles in 2017). Despite the cultural affinity between the two countries, Slovaks had an option of choosing between Polish, German or Hungarian subtitles, but – until recently – not Czech, which was even more striking when compared with HBO GO and Amazon Prime that already offered Czech localization in Slovakia. 

The frustration of Slovak users with what they perceived as discrimination inspired the Czech VOD directory Filmtoro.cz to team up with the Slovak streaming guide VelkýObsah.info and send a petition titled “Dear Netflix, Make Czech Localisation Available in Slovakia” (VelkýObsah.info 2019) to Netflix, asking for Czech localization to be introduced to the Slovak catalogue. After initially being ignored, the authors managed to get the petition to the industry journal BroadbandTVNews which acquired Netflix’s official statement in January 2019 (Dziadul 2019) and probably contributed to the eventual success, with Czech localization finally introduced into Slovak Netflix in February 2019. While there has been a number of petitions addressing Netflix (usually objecting to a specific content and demanding its removal, or lobbying for a show not to be cancelled), the Slovak-Czech joint petition was unique in its focus on cross-border relations, with the two websites virtually changing Netflix’s understanding of the cultural geography of Central and Eastern Europe.

