MEDIA BEAT

An occasional column on significant
developments in the media world

By Ashok Mansukhani

2020 has been ayear of continuing lockdownsand
significant challengesfor the Indian mediaindustry. When
the year started in January, India was unaware of the
impending effect of the Covid viruswhich by late March
2020, wasto tie down the entire country into aparalysing
lockdown leaving millions of people to be confined to
their homes and watch television or surf the net.

The Indian electronic media distribution industry
rose to the occasion
and ensured continuous
and uninterrupted
transmission to the entire
nation. This contributed
significantly to the
success of the lockdown
but has not received due
recognition from the
viewers nor the
Government of their
extraordinary efforts to
make available television
channels and Internet
bandwidth 24/7.

India is estimated
to have over 220 million
households. As per the
KPMG  report  of
September 2020, the TV
universe is estimated at
163 million. Thisconsists
of 130 million TV
househol ds having access
to cable and satellite channels, and the balance 33 million
are with Doordarshan Dish. This |eaves a significant 57
million homes which are still to get the benefits of either
cabletelevision or DTH to beit free or pay. On the other
hand, OTT services (direct to consumer) exploded in the
lockdown with latest figures by Disney Hotstar revealing
that astaggering 26 million householdsare payingI 399 a
year and accessing very high-quality sports/news and
international content. Netflix and Amazon Primeto have
improved their subscriber base substantially.
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Ministry of Information and Broadcasting (MIB)
is the policy and content regulator for this industry.
Curiously, Cable Operators have been well regulated from
1994, but broadcasters have no permanent regulator yet.
The Government-appointed the Telecom Regulatory
Authority of Indiaasa‘temporary’ Broadcast and Cable
regulator. This has continued for the 16 years. TRAI has
strivento bring about aleve playing field between different
service providers and viewers.

In the lockdown, the activities of TRAI and the
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting were low key.
Yet, some critical steps were taken, which will have a
long-term impact on the future of the Indian electronic
mediaTV industry.

In early January 2020, TRAI issued an amendment
tothe 2017 Digital Cable Interconnection Regulationsto
ostensibly curb what it called “excessive carriage fees’
charged by DPOs based on complaints by regiona and
freeto air broadcasters. ThisRegulationispopularly known
as NTO:2. It also brought down a la carte price of pay
channels and increased the number of
channels to be provided under the NCF
formula to 200. This has led to a fresh
round of litigation that is in the final
stagesin the Bombay high court. Either
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comesintoforce, it will haveamarginal
impact on the distribution industry, and
broadcasters will have to adjust to the new rates which
are fixed by the to enhance the rights of the customer to
select and paper channels of his choice.

During the past year, TRAI has taken up a series
of issues which if accepted by the Government
significantly impact fortunes of the cable TV industry. In
April 2020, Trai issued a recommendation on
interoperability of set-top boxes. This recommends that
all set-top boxes must be interoperable. TRAI admitted
that the technical and commercial constraints and
recommended that interoperability be brought into effect
from a future date. It also requested the Government to
ensure that the BIS specification of digital TV sets the
amended to ensure that all future digital TV sets come
with built-in tuners to enable reception of TV content
through satellite and cable platforms.

The mind of the Government is not known, but
given current tensions with China and the fact that more
than 95% of the hundred million plus set-top boxes have
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been imported from China, it is possible that the industry
to face up to the new interoperable reality by 2022. The
challengeishow to deal with thefact that over 100 million
existing set-top boxes would have to be made
interoperable or scrapped. This is a mind-boggling
problem for the industry.

In September 2020, TRAI recommended that
market forces may be allowed to respond to various
situations without any regulatory intervention for OTT
platforms. The Government disagreed and issued a
gazette notification
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circulated its revised recommendations for a short
consultation on the Regulation of ground-based
platform services which are not satellite-delivered
channels nor Foreign TV channels. From 1991, cable
has had the benefit of providing hyper-local content
through local cable channels. This has been the force
multiplier for theindustry with vast viewership creating
a sticky factor for operators to hold on to their
subscriber base against satellite tv channels with
greater varied content and marketing pull and in recent
past OTT content. Now the MIB wants to put acap on
thetotal number of platform channelsand bring it under
the advertising and programming code and make the
MSOs and DTH operators responsible for ensuring all
government regulations are followed. This will also
result in vetting not only of ground-based content but
all thousands of local cable operators who have the
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benefit of simple post office registration. How thiswill
work out remainsto be seen in 2021.

Indiahas only one Headend in the Sky Operator
(HITS) NXT Digital (Hinduja Group). A key aspect
missing in the policy was infrastructure sharing to
provide backend infrastructure services to thousands
of cable operatorsin rural and semi-urban areas which
has now been allowed by the Government. This will
enable small MSOs and | COsto get high-quality digital
services at a fraction of the cost.

Asanew year and decade dawn, the future of the
satellite and cable industry is bright. Customers want
blended services with a combined offering of cable,
broadband, home security and cybersecurity on one bill.
The satellite and cable industry is now mature and can
handle all these requirementseasily. B
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