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1. Over the next two hours, we will hope to give you a briefing on the extraordinary changes in the South Asian media, which have taken place over the last fifteen years. 

2. We shall also put forward some of the present trends, which we see in the media in the region, and we shall look at some of the responses to those trends – concentrating particularly on civil society and the state. 

3. Finally, we shall leave some thirty minutes for questions and discussion. 

Part 1 –  THE TRANSFORMATON OF THE SOUTH ASIAN MEDIA.  

1. A truly remarkable change has taken place in the media of South Asian countries over the past 15 years – and this is due to a range of different factors – of which three were pre-eminent – a) the demise of communism and the cold war – which now seems so long ago we have almost forgotten its impact b) the changing pattern of world economics and trade –what we might loosely call globalisation and c) the impact of technological change, which brought us the satellite revolution as well as the extraordinary spread of computer and internet culture. 

2. Difficult now to believe that until about fifteen years ago, most South Asians were living in a world where the state dominated the media.  In India – Doordarshan was the only TV broadcaster, in Pakistan PTV etc 

3. That state control blown away by the satellite revolution…. As a result, Indians able to view a huge range of new channels – of both international and regional origin. By 2000, a middle class viewer in Delhi could watch some 60 channels; now the number is closer to 200. 

4. All this made possible by a great mushrooming of small cable networks – as Indian entrepreneurs cabled up urban neighbourhoods and offered TV services to 200 plus customers.  By the mid-1990s, there were some 60,000 such cable operators across India – and all apparently operating in a legal vacuum. In the Northern Subcontinent – in Indian and Pakistan particularly – the dish became ubiquitous for the middle class, while others watched through cable, or  in cafes and other places of entertainment.   

5. Great numbers of these channels beamed into South Asia from outside – uplinked from Singapore or Hong Kong or more recently Dubai   – and subject to the law of those territories – not of the target countries. 

6.  All this generated a range of concerns and controversies – both private and public across the region. 

a. Initial concerns about American soap operas – the so-called ‘cultural invasion’ - bringing their own morality or lack of it into societies which are very often very traditional and culturally conservative.

b. Subsequently, these largely middle class concerns about English language programming were replaced by wider concerns about the impact of popular programmes in a range of Indian languages – Hindi, Marathi, Bengali, Tamil etc 

c. Added to which there were the worries of audiences over the Indian border – in Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh- who were now able to see and understand Indian TV programmes – which custodians of culture in those countries regarded as propaganda for India and subversive of their own distinct identities. These cross border influences gave rise to fears that Indian culture would swamp the cultures of neighbouring countries – in Pakistan, Nepal or Bangladesh. 

7. After a while, the concerns died down – whether because confidence grew in the common sense of the viewer – who is always more independent than her would-be protectors imagine - or because it seemed not much could be done about it anyway – or because even the bureaucrats in the ministries of broadcasting enjoyed access to a wider range of more entertaining programmes and sports and news.  China, Iran and Malaysia tried energetically and to some extent successfully to stop the spread of the satellite dish, in China’s case by undertaking massive cabling in cities where viewing could be controlled – but South Asian countries, with stronger democratic credentials, were less prepared to stand in its way. 

8. In the process, however, South Asian states did seem to lose a great deal of leverage in a field in which they had traditionally controlled almost everything. In a country, where the prime minister would sometimes ring up the state TV broadcasting station to suggest items for the evening news bulletins, within two or three years there was a range of different news channels all broadcasting their own takes on the same story. 

9. It seemed that the state in India had lost the plot as a broadcaster and as a regulator. Audiences for Doordarshan were fast eroding in the urban areas where the cable networks had been established and by 2000, despite its efforts to modernise its programmes, DD seemed only assured of its large rural audiences – in the less developed parts of the country where the cable networks did not reach.  At same time in 1992 a change in revenue rules involving a massive withdrawal of state subsidy ( the ratio of public funding  to advertising revenue changed from 80:20 to 20:80 ) forced DD to become much more commercial itself. 

10. As a regulator, the state also seemed at sea – because even in its own backyard it no longer had any control over the many channels which were broadcasting in different languages to its own citizens.  Until the satellite revolution, the Indian state decided at what time Tamil audiences – some 60 million of them in one of the most important South Indian states – should hear the news in their own language. But by 2000, there were four or five Tamil channels broadcasting 24 hours a day and providing news bulletins on the hour in Tamil. And the Indian state did not seem able or willing to do anything about it. 

11. For many Indians, and for many citizens of neighbouring countries facing similar transformations, though often at a slower pace, the pros in this process far exceeded the cons. They liked the greater choice of programmes, of news and sports, and of languages in which they were delivered. For them, whatever the down side, they felt liberated from the more staid, sometimes patronising, more conservative programmes of the state broadcaster, with its state-driven news and propaganda agenda. 

12.  But there were some downsides – and these slowly became more apparent. 

a. The new satellite channels were entirely driven by advertising – and almost entirely aimed at the urban areas of India where the new middle class was the main target of the programmes and the adverts.  The India beyond the cable systems became increasing invisible – not sharing in the glitzy benefits of globalisation and neglected by the new media, and even by Doordarshan, which began to remodel itself after its commercial rivals. 

b. Outside news and sports, which (by 2000) were well covered by the new networks, programme range remained limited, with the lengthy soap opera serials, shot on very tight budgets, the main vehicles for entertainment and for advertising revenues. 

c. With advertising driving the content of programmes, the viewers were living in a take it or leave it world – where they were rarely consulted.  Our own efforts to tap into viewers’ opinions and preferences suggested a desire for a wider range of programmes – on consumer rights, science, history, and for women and children and other specialist audiences.

13. But if there clearly was a demand for a more finely tuned media, serving a broader constituency across these countries, in 2000, when we published our book, the state was clearly not in a position to play this role. The state in most South Asian countries was still reeling from its apparent powerlessness – and its instinct was either to cling to whatever it still controlled or to look on any new media as merely a source of revenue. The history of the licensing of FM radio stations is perhaps the best example of these factors at work - they were allowed to operate but the licences were initially auctioned at such high prices that the operators soon found they could not make a profit out of them. What’s more the state insisted that there should be no news or current affairs element to the programmes – despite the existence of 24-hour TV news channels in most main Indian languages. 

14. This was very broadly the state of the Indian media and the response of the Indian state to these revolutionary changes in the year 2000. Our book charts these changes in very much more detail – if you wish to read it – but we thought we would break now and show you a sequence from a documentary film, which we commissioned to reflect some of these trends. It is called M JM – and when you have seen a sequence from it – my colleague William Crawley will talk to you about some of the trends which have emerged over the past five or six years. 

15. EXTRACT FROM MICHAEL JACKSON COMES TO MANIKGANJ

Part 2 -  TRENDS IN MEDIA DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH ASIA SINCE 2000. 

1. Continued expansion of the numbers of satellite channels and continued problems for the state broadcasters. The pattern of development first witnessed in India reproduced in Pakistan and Bangladesh. The state media in these countries now being challenged by competently managed satellite channels with strong news and current affairs coverage modelled on the print media in those countries. Aaj Tak ,  NDTV in India , GEO in Pakistan.  Bangladesh end of Ekushi  terrestrial TV a setback to variety of TV channels

2. A great increase in financial media – particularly focussed on India – reflecting the growing expansion of the Indian economy.  Business programmes on satellite TV.  Growing pressure for partnerhsip and in vestments in Indian print media especially from business and Financial  press  (eg Business standard FT) . Strong resistance by government,  backed by owners and editors, to FDI in the Indian print media, by 2004 largely overcome.

3. Advertising spend grows with economic expansion. Predictions of a finite advertising revenue proved unfounded – advertising  budgets expanded for all media. Print remained dominant medium for advertising spend until 2005, though trends in the first quarter of 2006 show TV advertising spend overtaking the print media. 59% to 36% with Radio at 5%.

4. Breakdown of TV advertising expenditure closely reflects expansions of middle class consumer market – soaps and toothpaste high in the list ( in India soap operas mean just that) , but also reflecting huge electronics and mobile phone consumer boom

5. A parallel resurgence in popularity of religious programming and dedicated religious channels.  As noted by Sevanti Ninan in MJM film religious epics were briefly eclipsed by games shows and quiz shows such as Kaun Banega Crorepati  (Who wants to be a Millionaire?). In the past five years they have revived in a big way.  Hindu religious programmes promote meditations and spirituality, ostensibly divorced from politico-religious ideology but perhaps reflecting a wider social trend towards identification by community (highlighted by Amartya Sen recently in British context).  Post 9/11 fears of TV and internet promotion of religious fundamentalism linked to terrorism.  Strong Christian fundamentalism in the US media; active in India- targeted versions. Fear that this increases religious tension and sectarianism undermines ecumenism within Christian churches, and poses real dangers to minority religious communities ( cf. attacks on Christian churches in both India and Pakistan).

6. Predominance of programming in Hindi in the North of India  – even for news and sports and financial information – and of Tamil in the South. But the growth of regional language media both state and private has continued. Regional language entertainment programmes now account for 25% of advertising expenditure in India.

7. Outside news, sports and financial media, the range of programmes remains limited and the quality of programmes in many regional languages poor. 

8. Continued expansion of licences for FM radio stations; commercial model ; tight restrictions on news or current affairs content. No generic licensing leads duplication and competition for the same audience with similar programming, negating the real advantages of cost and flexibility offered by radio as a medium. But radio advertising also growing. 

9. Some reassertion of the control of the state over media developments within national territory.  Revival of governments’ confidence in the feasibility of effective regulations matched by fears of new restrictions on the broadcast and print media.

10. Government in India still very restrictive in its approach to community media. Security considerations reinforced by international climate post 9/11. Issues of regulation increasingly complex because of media convergence.  Emails and mobile phones as unmediated source of instant news from the public. Problem for network stations news and current affairs programme (eg BBC World TV cf. cite presenter Nick Gowing speaking in Copenhagen May 2006 on impossibility of processing and verifying incoming news sources live on air. Experience in UK of reporting of 7/7 bombings in London).  PEMRA in Pakistan also affected by similar considerations, though FM radio has been given somewhat greater licence in that country. 

11. Security fears as a barrier to development of community radio stations despite strong potential of CR as a medium for stimulus to development and platform for development information.  Fears of potential local influence of anti national or terrorist groups and possible reinforcement eg of Punjabi separatist pressure,  Naxalite rural insurgency and  caste and community political activism.  [eg  Pavan Chopra, secretary of India's ministry of information and broadcasting(2003): "As of today we don't think that villagers are equipped to run radio stations. People are unprepared, and it could become a platform to air provocative, political content that doesn't serve any purpose except to divide people. It is fraught with danger."] 

12. Similar fears apply to blogging. Since the Mumbai blast on 11 July 06 the Indian government has cited unspecified ‘security reasons’ for asking service providers to block the bloggers on certain websites.

13. Consolidation and control of the cable distribution system. Cable systems the first element of the satellite TV revolution to be brought within state regulation. Conditional access regulation. Regulations system incorporated in overall Broadcast Services Regulation Bill first projected in 1997 and now apparently on the point of being brought to parliament as draft legislation.

14. Closer targeting of satellite channels has to some extent  restricted cross-border flows and spillages, particularly for subscription channels But globalisation of previous niche and ethnic news programming for a south Asian diaspora in UK USA Europe Middle east and south east Asia  creates new ‘news communities’ whose interest have to be taken into account .  Purely ‘national’ angles on south Asian news increasingly implausible to south Asian audiences. 

15. Increasing trend for satellite channels to uplink from India rather than outside –  with advantages in commercial and marketing opportunities but subject to formal Indian regulatory and legal constraints. 164 channels uplinking from India so far; 9 other applications in pipeline. Penalties for exclusion – denial of access to the cable system. 

16. The controversy over the proposed Indian Broadcasting Services Regulation Bill an illustration of these issues. Search over almost 10 years for a regulatory regime that will not be tied quickly to outdated technology. Abortive Indian attempt at Convergence legislation 2001 abandoned in 2003.  New bill has still not been published but has been circuited selectively and its content summarised. Perhaps kite flying to gauge public and media reaction.  Media focus on lack of consultation, wide range of powers to stop transmissions even on a single complaint.  Reaction appears to have prompted a pause for consultation and assurances to the media. Bill unlikely now to be presented to monsoon session of Indian parliament starting today (24 July) 

17. Very rapid growth of the internet and online communication and advertising, particularly in India but to a lesser extent in neighbouring countries. The net is now having an impact on revenues of TV companies and print media. Up to date statistics for online advertising in India are hard to acquire, but all trends report rapid growth, ( eg from almost nothing in 1998 to an estimated nearly $3.75 million in 2000). Comparison with UK, where Internet advertising in 2006 takes 7.8% of revenue, twice that of Radio. (Source Media Guardian 29.3.06) 

18. New kinds of international cooperation Singapore Malaysia and India starting a new Internet news service  (reported  April 2006). International move towards multi platform media services

19. Restrictions on cross media ownership a point of controversy in new draft Bill. Limits proposed to be raised to 20%. India’s growing global strength reinforces a lobby that resist the imposition of restrictions on India’s home market for the big Indian media corporations who see themselves as competing primarily in a global market in which their competitor can reap advantages of scale in their own home markets.  This is a new line of defence following the collapse of resistance to foreign direct investment in the print media. The Indian government is re- directing its own advertising towards small and medium sized publications. But it will come under great pressure to liberalise on cross media ownership before the bill become law. 

20. The digital divide is now reinforcing the old satellite TV divide between the urban and rural areas in south Asian countries. Statistically India’s population below the poverty line is officially reducing, but the officially definitions have remained the same for 30 years but the numbers of poor people by any measure remain high; probably 400 million who are outside the consumer led prosperity and growth rates which have captured the world’s imagination. India’s own major role in the global digital revolution – its high level of education and expertise as a human resource in Europe and the USA- and outsourced to India itself - is part of that economic boom but in social and demographic terms even more narrowly restricted in its ability to contribute to solving the major infrastructural and social challenges on the home front. 
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