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Q&A - ASHOK MANSUKHANI

““Broadcasters have
had it easy”

Ashok Mansukhani, president of the
Multi-System Operators (MSO)
Alliance and director with Hinduja-
owned Indusind Media & :
Communications (which owns cable
distribution firm InCable), is pleased
with the recent Supreme Court order
on cable pricing. While the Telecom -
Regulatory Authority of India (Trai),
had put a cap on cable pricing
(different for various categories of
cities) and said broadcasters would
have to allow MSOjcable operators
0 buy their channels on an a la carte
basis, this was struck down by the
ippellate tribunal, TDSAT. The issue
vas challenged in the Supreme Court
vhich stayed the TDSAT judgement.
Viansukhani spoke to Shuchi Bansal
in India’s digital challenge and
egulatory requirements for the
roadcasting industry. Excerpts;

Vhy are you celebrating the
upreme Court order? it has asked
rai to come up with a fresh
egulation within four months.

"he Court could have dismissed Trai's
ndIndusind Media’'sappeal, but didn’t,
rai’sOctober 2007 non-CAS-areatariff
rder had three objectives (therearea few

itieswhere Conditional Access Serviee,
rCAS, ismandatory; therestofthecoun- |

yisnon-CAS). One, tohave uniform ca-
le pricing, based on city-classification,
vensure all 80 million customers get pro-
ection. Two, tomakeits price-capon ca-
lepricingviable, it had to ensure broad-
asters did not bundle their offers to
1SO/cable operators and insist cable
rms had tobuy all their channelsor none
- 50 Trai mandated thatchannels hadto
e sold on an 4 la carte basis . Last, it
rought complete transparency in cable
illing by insisting thishad tobe itemised.
ithe highly-fragmented non-CAS envi-
onment, this is and remains a revolu-
onary attempt by Trai to bring sanity to
e Indian cable environment.

Yes, Traiwill come up witha freshreg-
lation after consulting. all service-
roviders and customers. To keep the
istomer-end price regulated/fixed, the
itire chain has to undergo regulation.

lhy does broadcasting and cable
eed to be regulated anyway?
ewspaper pricing is free,

ivate TV was launched 18 years ago
ithout addressability at the last mile.
1ere were only free-to-air channelsini-
Uly soit didn't matter. Butas television
annels began toturn pay,the customer

was not given a choice in selecting and
paying for only the channels s/he want-
ed (in the case of newspapers, however,
aconsumer has full freedom of choice).
The broadcasters hard-bundled their
bouquets, giving no choice to either ca-
ble distributors or customers — this is
what led to the CAS law of 2002 which
put a ceiling on cable-pricing and man-
dated alacarte selling by broadcasters.

Haven't Trai’s regulations been
piecemeal? For instance, what
cable industry pays broadcasters is
regulated but what you charge
them as carriage or placement fee
is not regulated.

No, Trai's record in broadcast and cable
regulationisimpressive. [thas mainly fo-
cused oninterconnection and tariff is-
sues but each and every regulation has
been challenged by broadcasters right
uptothe Supreme Court.

Interconnect Regulations—this prevents
cable or other distributors from getti
benefit of ‘must provide’ if they demand
carriage fees, That is, they cannot insist
on getting all the content that is manda-
toryforbroadcasterstoprovidetoday. Car-

riage fee is avery legitimate part of the

MSO/DTH business model. Infact, if Trai
can atall be faulted, it's because it treats
broadcasterswith kidgloves. Forinstance,
itallows them to havea hybrid advertise-
ment/subscriber model; it does not mon-
itor the ad-to-programme ratio notified
by thegovernmentanditdoesnotalways
invoke its powers of tariff-fixation, leav-
ing broadcasters to fix prices without in-
terference except in CAS areas,

Isn’t the fixed rate that
broadcasters can charge too low
and why can‘t they charge a
premium for premium content?
Eachand everybroadcaster hasbeen able
toincreasesubscription revenue by over
300 per cent and ad revenue by 500 per
centin the past five years of regulation.
Broadcasters shouldallowaddressabil-
ityand makemoneyforthe content cho-
sen by subscribers, not for bundled con-
tent. Good content makes good money.

Trai often co ins that
broadcasters don’t share business
details with the regulator, making
it tough to determine pricing on a
scientific basis as is done, say, in

the case of telecom.

Broadcasters don’t share any informa
tion, but the MSOs do. If broadcaster,
don’tagree, Trai shouldjust examinebal
ance sheets of listed broadeasters an
Registrarof Companies’ declarations o
unlisted ones,

What is the biggest issue that the
government still needs to address?
Digital addressabilityincable. Trai’s rec
ommendation fora55-city rollout of CAS
ison the back-burner. Mandatory CAS
in Mumbai, Kolkata and Delhi has beer
pending for the last two years.

What happened to the Planning

Commission’s plans to make the

entire country opt for digital TV

before the Commonwealth Games?
Thisis very much possible butitwas hurt-
ing some stakeholders. Also, the political
willwaslacking, If publictransportin Del-
hicanbefully-converted to CNGinsuch
ashort time, why does cable ft(lrfgltahsa
tion/addressability have towait forsolong?
Butsoonerorlater, it hasto happenl.mgo

Does DTH pose a major challenge
to cable?
The MSO Alliance has always welcomed
DTHasit increases competitionandgives
the customer an element of choice. Tra-
ditionally, wherever cableisstrong, DTH
makesinroads butit neverovertakes ca-
ble. Thisis the pattern worldwide.
Oneofthereasons why DTHtook off
faster than digital cable is because there
has been an artificial restraint on cable
television’sgrowth that hasbeenimposed
by the government. When Parliament en-
acted the CAS legislation in 2002, it was
notenvisagedjust for south Delhi, south
Kolkata and south Mumbai. It was a na-

+ tional legislation..But mainly due to po-
 litical reasons, CAS has notbeenallowed.

tospread. Allweare askingis foralevel-
playing field.

However, IPTV is a bigger threat to
cablethan DTH. IPTV isasleepingtiger
that will bite very hard in 2010, IPTV al-
lows you to watch content at a time of
yourchoice. You cansummonup stored
content, watch live content and youcan
watch it postponed.

Are the cross-media restrictions
being contemplated a good idea?
They will be a non-starter. Technology
willalways beat regulation. It's better to
spendmoretime oncreatingalevel-play-
ingfield. The media industry shouldnot |
allow the government to dictate who
should own what form of media. 5

Don’t other countries have such
restrictions?

Yes, therearerestrictionsbut theyarein !
terms of share of voice. If you own the '
Boston Globe, then you should not own
the Boston TV station. But you can own
aNew York TV station. Acrosstheworld,
thereare agrowing numberofless large
players. Iwould rather prefer equitable
regulation to promote healthy competi-
tioninallsectors,




