MEDIA FOCUS

LICENCE TO OPERATE:
CHALLENGES ACROSS
CABLE, IPTV &
BROADBAND

Entering or expanding in the cable TV, IPTV,
broadband, or satellite space isn’t just about
infrastructure and content — it’s about mastering
complex and evolving regulatory frameworks. From
licensing norms and foreign investment caps to content
restrictions and tariff mandates, operators face a maze
of compliance challenges across geographies. This
article explores how India’s regulatory environment
compares with other emerging markets, and what
industry players need to watch for when charting their
growth strategies.

As digital convergence accelerates across the globe,
cable TV, IPTV, broadband, and satellite service providers
face a common adversary: regulatory complexity. While
demand for high-quality, affordable connectivity and content
is exploding in emerging markets — from Kenya to Cambodia
and from Rajasthan to Rwanda — the frameworks meant to
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DTH, CABLE, AND BROADBAND

DTH

govern these industries are often outdated, fragmented, or
politically influenced.

India, as one of the most complex and populous
media and telecom markets in the world, presents both a
case study and a cautionary tale. On one hand, it has made
strides in digitization, spectrum reform, and broadband
rollout. On the other, it has been bogged down by price
controls, overregulation, and delays in policy execution
that impact innovation and investor confidence.

This article explores the regulatory challenges
confronting new market entrants and incumbents alike
across cable TV, IPTV, broadband, and satellite sectors —
with India as the focal point and a comparative look at
other emerging markets in Asia and Africa.

CABLE TV: FRAGMENTATION, PRICE
CONTROLS, AND LEGACY LICENSING

India’s Challenge: Legacy Licenses, the TRAI Tariff
Conundrum

Cable television in India is largely governed by the
Cable Television Networks (Regulation) Act, 1995, which,
despite multiple amendments, remains insufficiently
modernized for today’s digitized, multi-screen world.

The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI)
has been at the center of the industry’s recent turmoil with
its Tariff Orders (NTO 1.0 and 2.0) that aim to bring
transparency and consumer choice. However, industry
stakeholders argue these regulations have led to:

CABLE BROADBAND
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¢ Price increases for consumers (due to higher a-la-
carte costs)

4 Massive churn in subscriber bases

¢ Operational inefficiencies for MSOs and LCOs trying
to comply with billing mandates

“There is regulatory intent, but a lack of real market
understanding,” says a senior executive at a national MSO.
“The LCO, who is the backbone of the cable industry in
India, is barely acknowledged in the regulatory framework.”

IN NEW MARKETS: UNDER-REGULATION AND
INFORMALITY

In contrast, many African and Southeast Asian
markets suffer from the opposite problem: under-regulation.
In Nigeria and Ethiopia, informal cable operators operate
without licenses, content curation standards, or data
reporting obligations. This creates an uneven playing field
and discourages investment.

Key Regulatory Hurdles in
New Markets:

¢ Absence of licensing
clarity for cable
distribution

¢ Minimal enforcement
of content guidelines

¢ No incentives for

digital upgrades (e.g.,
set-top box
subsidies)

What’s Needed:

¢ In India: Simplification of the NTO framework,
recognition of LCOs as formal entities, and a modern
Cable Act.

¢ In new markets: Basic licensing standards, anti-
piracy enforcement, and digital migration roadmaps.

IPTV: GREY ZONES AND CONVERGED
OVERSIGHT CHALLENGES

India’s Challenge: Regulatory Ambiguity & Licensing
Vacuum

IPTV, though technically operational in India since
2006, still lacks a clear regulatory identity. Operators offering
IPTV services over managed IP networks (like BSNL and
MTNL) require telecom licenses. However, the rise of hybrid
set-top boxes and OTT-integrated linear feeds has created
aregulatory grey zone.
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¢ Are IPTV providers broadcasters or telecom
operators?

¢ Should IPTV offerings fall under TRAI, the Ministry
of Information and Broadcasting (MIB), or MeitY?

¢ What rules apply to local OTT content bundled via

IPTV?

These questions remain unanswered, leading to
cautious expansion by potential players. The lack of a
converged media-telecom policy has led to turf battles
between regulators and confusion for investors.

“Today, we are in a strange place where IPTV is
regulated by the DoT as telecom, but the content is
governed by the MIB, while pricing and QoS are guided by
TRAL” says a policy advisor to a private ISP.

IN NEW MARKETS: REGULATORY BLIND
SPOTS OR TELCO DOMINANCE

In countries like Vietnam or Kenya, IPTV is treated
as an extension of telecom licenses, giving large telcos a
regulatory edge. Smaller content-focused players are unable
to enter due to high compliance costs and lack of
infrastructure control.

Key Regulatory Hurdles in IPTV:
¢ India: Absence of a unified policy for IP-based TV
distribution
¢  Emerging markets: Telecom bias, content censorship,
lack of content carriage norms
Recommendations:
¢ India must implement a National Converged Digital

Media Framework to define roles, licensing, and
oversight of IPTV and hybrid services.

¢ Emerging markets must introduce OTT-neutral
licensing models to level the field.

BROADBAND: SPECTRUM, ROW, AND PRICE-
FOCUSED REGULATIONS
India’s Challenge: Right of Way (RoW) Chaos and
Licensing Red Tape
Despite India’s vision to digitally empower every
citizen, the last-mile broadband rollout remains hampered
by state-level Right of Way (RoW) inconsistencies. While
the central government has issued model guidelines, states
and municipalities continue to impose:
¢ Excessive RoW fees for laying fiber
¢ Delays in approvals for new broadband
infrastructure

¢ F AEUEEN YET ARG € A1 Har e |
& T IR Y9I 21, JI 9 TR WA (TS
ar) a1 & AT EE ARy
¢ STEURE & W A d=d 6 T Y e sl
W B F I @rg 2 B 7
I A ARG T T E, d SR FHiad el
AdDHAgEad [T &7 72 ¢ | 9ii=a goan Aid & 99 &
T Tt & dr SRl @2 S Fae & oo a a6
farfer Ta1 &1 T R
G e b Tl ol | | s e O
fafer § 2, Sl SMEUEIET @1 g M 21T @Ear & w9
¥ Tt foran S & @ie Fell gasEar srT aEfd 2
%, STafh e FERT S [orern far 21 21 Mo e |
T g de fafeme sid g ar e & ugE
TeretT 2 deam ST 2l § SATSHErdl &l g aighd
% [T & =9 § A1 A €, S a5 S Sl dl
fafame ded Mad | Ted e ard A7 gRaEl g
% FEErT 1 AT o BIOT BIET AN b duiaT 9a9T & §
e % |
IR § gqm fafame e
¢ HEE: U SERT SE A & e udhigd i

®1 7
¢ T AN AN YarTE, AT A, A i
RreTiRate

AR T @l 4R HIT &7 & [T s T Tahigd
fefored Hifzan wHas @] i aife |
¢ TW gENl § UHHAE HaR & MY AL a2
ATSATAT H1Sd YT 71 A1ed |
qisds ¢ WA, ARANSH M e diga fafraa=
ARG @ gArdis T3 3% 3 (SIRsiiss]) SrwTswhd
MY AT ARSI
A & &7 AMNE @l (312 =9 4 q9ed a0 &
gfeeehI & TSI, Tt 722 3 3 (3sieay ) fermfert
% BT 3 A A2 T@sAIe Ay ¢ | Saih w8 War
A Ai=d [Ro-Me9 ST o &, 159 AR Tt it
AT &3 AT T 88
¢GRI [EBH & (MU Fafs AraEs] Ioh
o T4 drz¥z gimrd g & fag o | ER

35 SATELLITE & CABLE TV

JUNE 2025



MEDIA FOCUS

¢ Arbitrary rules based on real estate interests or
political influence

Further, UL-VNO (Unified License — Virtual Network
Operator) policy has not been simplified enough to attract
smaller ISPs and franchisees, leaving the market to a handful
of big players.

“We’ve had RoW applications pending for six
months in some cities. Meanwhile, a private builder lays
his own cable overnight,” complains the CEO of a mid-
sized ISP in Gujarat.

IN NEW MARKETS: MONOPOLY RISKS AND
INFRASTRUCTURE GAPS

In several African markets, government-owned
telcos like Ethiopia Telecom or Cameroon Telecom control
national broadband networks, creating a monopoly or
duopoly market. Lack of neutral infrastructure and spectrum
allocation delays further
stall broadband access. Fl

Key Challenges:

¢ India: Complex
RoW clearance,
fragmented local
approvals, limited
license innovation

4 Africa/Southeast
Asia: National
telco monopolies,
underutilized
spectrum, low fiber
density

‘What’s Needed:

¢ In India: Single-window digital RoW clearance,
faster VNO licensing, common ducting policies

¢ Elsewhere: Independent regulators, fair spectrum
auctions, open access fiber policy

SATELLITE: REGULATORY DELAY, FOREIGN
OWNERSHIP RESTRICTIONS, AND ORBITAL
CLUTTER

India’s Challenge: Policy Paralysis in a Growing
Sector

India’s satellite communications industry, especially
in broadcasting and rural broadband, is hamstrung by
outdated licensing models and slow spectrum allocation
processes. For satellite broadband (e.g., from OneWeb or
Starlink), there are multiple approval layers involving:
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¢ Department of Space (DoS)

¢ Department of Telecommunications (DoT)

¢ IN-SPACe

¢  Wireless Planning and Coordination (WPC) wing

Furthermore, India still restricts foreign direct
investment (FDI) in satellite operations, limiting the entry
of global players and investments in Low Earth Orbit (LEO)
services.

“Even after the new SpaceCom policy, there’s no
clarity on how Ku- or Ka-band usage for broadband will be
priced or coordinated,” notes a consultant to a satellite ISP
project.

IN NEW MARKETS: OPEN POLICIES, POOR
ENFORCEMENT

On the flip side, African countries like Nigeria and
South Africa have opened up to satellite providers but lack
robust spectrum management, leading to frequency clashes,
duplication, and signal degradation.

Regulatory Barriers:
¢ India: Multi-agency licensing, FDI restrictions, lack
of commercial satellite spectrum auction
¢ Others: Weak spectrum planning, security-driven
content filtering, lack of user guidelines
Recommended Fixes:
¢ India: Launch a Single Satellite Licensing Window,
liberalize FDI norms, and clearly define auction/lease
models for LEO operators.

¢ Other markets: Build institutional capacity in
spectrum regulation and orbital coordination.
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CROSS-CUTTING REGULATORY THEMES
Overlap Between Ministries and Regulators

In India, the interplay between TRAI, DoT, MeitY,
and MIB often causes overlapping mandates and conflicting
rules. Similar bureaucratic overlaps exist in countries like
Indonesia or Egypt, where media, telecom, and technology
laws are managed by different ministries.

¢ Solution: Converged regulatory authorities with
cross-domain jurisdiction — a model successfully
tested in the UK’s Ofcom or Singapore’s IMDA.

LACK OF PREDICTABLE POLICY ROADMAPS

Investors in both India and new markets cite the
absence of clear 5-year regulatory roadmaps as a reason for
delayed entry. Sudden policy shifts — like tariff order
changes, price controls, or spectrum reservation — disrupt
planning.

¢ Solution: Establish multi-stakeholder regulatory
sandboxes and consultation frameworks to allow real-
world testing before rollout.

PRICE CONTROLS VS MARKET FREEDOM

Regulators in India have tried to keep content and
broadband affordable, but price caps (e.g., Rs130 NCF for
cable, Rs199 broadband base packs) can inhibit innovation
and investment.

In contrast, fully deregulated markets like the
Philippines have seen price spikes and lack of universal
access.

¢ Solution: Introduce flexible pricing within
affordability bands and allow operators to offer
performance-based tiering.

CONCLUSION: THE PATH FORWARD

India, and many emerging markets, stand at a
unique crossroads — caught between the need to
democratize access and the urge to control costs and
content. Regulatory bodies must adapt to the realities of
digital convergence, platform hybridity, and cross-border
service delivery.

Whether it’s a cable operator in Patna, an IPTV
startup in Nairobi, or a satellite broadband provider in
Manila, what they all need is clarity, consistency, and
cooperation from regulators. A modern, consultative,
tech-neutral regulatory framework is no longer optional
— it is essential for the inclusive digital growth of
tomorrow.l
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