MARKET REPORT

DD FREE DISH MPEG-4
AUCTION ATTRACTS 26
CHANNEL BIDS

Regional, Devotional Broadcasters Double Down on
Free-to-Air Strategy

As cord-cutting and content fragmentation reshape
the Indian television landscape, Prasar Bharati’s DD Free
Dish platform has reinforced its position as a critical access
point for regional and cost-sensitive broadcasters. The
public service broadcaster recently concluded its 7th annual
(86th overall) MPEG-4 e-auction, awarding 26 slots to a
diverse mix of devotional, entertainment, and regional news
channels—indicating a sustained market appetite for free-
to-air (FTA) distribution in rural and semi-urban India.

MARKET CONTEXT AND ANALYSIS

With over 50 million active households, DD Free Dish
remains India’s largest free DTH platform. Amid rising cable
and pay-TV costs, the FTA model has grown in relevance—
especially in Tier 2—4 cities and rural areas, which comprise
the bulk of India’s 210 million TV households. According to
BARC data, FTA viewership has been rising steadily,
contributing to increased advertiser interest in rural reach
and lower-income segments.
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The auction's 26 winning channels reflect the
evolving strategies of broadcasters:

¢ Devotional dominance: Aastha Group alone placed
four successful bids (Aastha Telugu, Bhajan,
Kannada, Gujarati), highlighting the genre’s pull
among rural and elderly audiences.

¢ Regional reach: Channels like Jai Maharashtra, TV9
Gujarati, Rengoni (Assamese), and Zee 24 Kalak
continue to leverage DD Free Dish to tap into
regional advertising and local language demand.

¢ News and youth programming: Channels such as
Bharat 24 Vision of New India, Bansal News, MH
ONE NEWS, and Raapchik signal a
desire to create presence in highly
penetrated yet under-monetised rural
news and youth segments.

While MPEG-2 slots on DD Free
Dish are considered premium (with higher
reach and visibility), MPEG-4 offers a more
cost-effective entry point—ideal for new
entrants or niche broadcasters. MPEG-4-
compatible set-top boxes are growing,
though MPEG-2 still dominates. However,
MPEG-4 offers higher compression efficiency, enabling
broadcasters to deliver better picture quality and use fewer
bandwidth resources.

ECONOMICS OF SCALE FOR SMALLER
PLAYERS

With carriage costs for private DTH operators
ranging between Rs. 3—5 crore annually, smaller channels
often struggle to maintain distribution. DD Free Dish’s
relatively lower auction fees and national reach offer an
economical solution to stay on air, sustain viewership, and
attract advertisers.

Industry analysts suggest that DD Free Dish could
evolve into a hybrid model—combining linear TV and digital
distribution—especially with India’s smart TV penetration
surpassing 45 million households and increasing
convergence of broadcast and broadband.

The strong participation in the MPEG-4 auction
demonstrates that the FTA segment—often overlooked amid
the glamor of OTT—is not only surviving but adapting.
For broadcasters, especially regional and niche players, DD
Free Dish remains a strategic vehicle for mass reach and
sustained engagement, especially as digital fatigue, pricing
pressures, and platform saturation affect urban pay-TV and
streaming models.®
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