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Channel 3, NBTC face rocky road to digital transition

MEDIA FOCUS
Pirongrong

Ramasoota

angkok Entertainment Com-
pany Plc's (BEC) Channel 3
has always been famous for its
acclaimed drama series which
has captured the hearts and
minds of Thai TV audiences for decades.

But more recently, it appears their
dramatic flair may have transcended the
boundaries of television screens to real
life as Channel 3’s viewers nationwide
are kept in wonder over the twists and
turns of the melodrama being played up
around the television station’s dispute
with the broadcast regulator — the
National Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission (NBTC) — during
the ongoing digital switchover transition.

The crux of the conflict came with the
NBTC's notification in February which
discontinued all analogue free TV as
must-carry content, hence making it
impossible for cable and satellite televi-
sion stations from May 25 to rebroad-
cast the signals from the six terrestrial
analogue stations — Channel 3, Channel
5, Channel 7, Channel 9, Channel 11, and
Thai PBS — like they have done for the
past many years.

Notably, apart from providing audi-
ences with specialised content unavaila-
ble on free TV, cable and satellite stations
have for more than a decade been instru-
mental in giving Thai television audi-
ences improved access to free TV which
broadcasts terrestrially on analogue
transmission. By rebroadcasting the sig-
nals picked up from free-TV broadcasts,
they have made the otherwise poor-qual-
ity analogue signals much sharper and
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more watchable than would be the case
of normal antennae reception.

To date, TV reception via antennae has
been receding while reception via cable
and satellite has been on a continual rise.
In 2008, for instance, more than 80% of
television consumption nationwide was
through antennae reception but last year
this has dropped to less than 33% while
reception through cable and satellite has
increased to more than 60% combined.

Despite the popularity of cable and
satellite reception, it merits notice that
most television audiences still prefer
watching free TV channels. An official
figure from the NBTC in 2012 showed
that 83% of television audiences pri-
marily watch free TV while only 17%
regard cable or satellite TV as their
prime content.

In any case, the NBTC's notification
in February was to pave the way for
the digital switchover. Its kickoff was
marked by the auction of commercial
digital television channels in December
last year. By transferring the must-carry
status to scores of new digital terrestrial
stations that were just awarded licences
to operate on an experimental broadcast,
the NBTC was hoping digital migration
would finally materialise.

The planned migration would have
been smooth for NBTC if Channel 3's
operator would do as the other analogue
incumbents were instructed and decided
to do; that is, simulcasting their analogue
stations along with their new digital sta-
tions. Notably, all former analogue free-
TV operators have managed to acquire
digital TV licences — commercial and
public service types.

For BEC, the operator of Channel
3 analogue, they have acquired three
licences on the digital slot — one for a
children and family channel, one for a
variety standard definition (SD) chan-
nel, and one for a variety high-definition
(HD) channel.
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A screen capture of a programme on Channel 3. The station is at loggerheads with the
National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission on simulcasting their
analogue station on a digital platform.SURAPOL PROMSAKA NA SAKOLNAKORN

But the problem is BEC did not agree
with the simulcasting plan from the
beginning. It appears they have intended
on maintaining all four television stations
at least until analogue transmission is
completely switched off, a move clearly
calculated on the number of years ahead
before nationwide digital coverage
is completed.

Also, BEC also cited a legal hurdle
present in the broadcasting law that
prohibits a broadcast licensee to transfer
the operation of service to another entity,
a rule aimed at preventing broadcasters
from profiteering from the assigned fre-
quency. Notably, BEC is not the licence
holder for the three auctioned digital TV
channels. A new company named BEC
Multimedia was formed and represented
a different juristic person, albeit the same
group of shareholders.

A notification produced under this
section (Article 9) of the law allows a
licensed broadcaster to outsource no
more than 40% of their content produc-
tion to another party.

But to simulcast would generally
mean a copy of the same content over
both analogue and digital channels,
hence posing a potential legal breach for
BEC since both companies are different
legal entities.

Nevertheless, the broadcast board
within the NBTC saw it differently since
they viewed that the same group of share-
holders are responsible for channels on
both platforms. Recently, the broadcast
board has been using both carrot and
stick to pressure as well as entice BEC to
reconsider the simulcasting option.

Clearly, these regulators feel that the
digital migration will not be completed

without the relocation of content by
major incumbent content providers such
as Channel 3. By contrast, Channel 3
must have felt that the real market still
remains with analogue TV and is trying to
hold on to this portion of the TV market
which features an annual value of more
than 45 billion baht.

This is evidenced in their relentless
effort not to become “blacked out” on
cable and satellite channels. Not only has
BEC alluded to their fans for support, but
content producers, actors and actresses
have also been mobilised to speak on
behalf of their organisation against the
NBTC's new “must-carry” rule.

What'’s more: The NBTC also owes it
to the other digital TV providers that won
the auction in which more than 50 billion
baht was generated. These operators
have invested dearly and many, if not
most, are in serious debt. The only way
for them to recoup their investment is to
kick-start digital TV as soon as possible.

But the NBTC is walking on a very thin
and slippery ice here. Despite a series of
lawsuits from BEC against their regula-
tory action, the NBTC must not slip into
“regulatory capture” — being dominated
and controlled by the operators — while
not creating conditions for “regulatory
failure” — introducing intervention
schemes that lead to ineffective alloca-
tion of resources.

It is of utmost importance to assure
that all their regulatory interventions are
within the rule of law, pragmatic, and
essential towards improving the competi-
tiveness of the market. The rush towards
digital transition should not compromise
these basic principles if the NBTC is to
prove itself as a “professional” regulator.

Assistant professor Pirongrong Ramasoota
teaches and researches media,
communication and society at the Faculty
of Communication Arts, Chulalongkorn
University.
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Content survival in the age of discontent for TV channels

TV channels are made or broken by their con-
tent. But imagine, one day, that the king of con-
tent ceases to exist, causing a mass ripple effect
on the whole industry, leaving everyoneina
state of despair.

This year marks a very historic moment in
the Thai media scene, as the terrestrial-based
television system makes a laborious and painful
transition from the analog to digital platform. It
took France almost seven years to complete the
digital switchover — or analog switch-off.
Thailand is expected to take the same length of
time. However, to say that the initial phase of
this transition has had a few hiccupsis a
grotesque understatement.

Problems range from the ever-delaying
distribution of the subsidised coupons to buy
digital receivers to the much-publicised bicker-
ing between the National Broadcasting and

Telecommunications Commission and Channel
3

Some of you may know that analog Channel
3, which operates under a different company
name from its three affiliated digital channels,
may soon be excluded from satellite and cable
platforms. The NTBC has stipulated that any
existing terrestrial channel with the same name
on the digital platform must undergo simul-
casting, or broadcasting of the same content,
which apparently is not the case with Channel 3
and any of its digital relatives.

This was a case of one entity not exercising
careful due diligence and the other being too
smart for its own good, allegedly having
exploited some loopholes in the rules of the
game, This inevitably led to a mass inquiry by
other operators over the legitimacy of Channel
3's current conduct.

| will not touch upon the technicalities that
brought about this dilemma. Noram | here to
point a finger at who was right or wrong. I'm
merely implying that no entity will come out of
this debacle a winner.
There will only be losers.
There are five major
components that make
up the media landscape
—the regulator, TV sta-
" tions, content
providers/producers,

viewers. Any significant
disruption of any one of
these components will
bring about a major degradation of the media
ecosystem.

Channel 3 is one of only two channels that

PRADON
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agencies/advertisers, and

can lay solid claim to controlling more than 70
per cent of the country’s eyeballs, with 23 mil-
lion households glued to its frequency. This will
be reduced to only those 7 million households
with analog antennas because a blackout of
the other 16 million that subscribe to either
satellite or cable television will scon ensue.

We will be witnessing a domino effect on
the whole industry. Negative ramifications will
include lost ad revenues, lower agency fees and
lost jobs for content providers to name a few, as
adirect result of lost viewership.

It will be very difficult to predict how TV rat-
ings will turn out because no one knows where
Channel 3 fans will migrate to.

If | were a betting man, one bold prediction |
would make is that a compromise will eventu-
ally be achieved. There's just too much at stake
for the darling of Thai television to disappear
completely from the airwaves.

But this is another case of Thailand getting
things wrong, simply because we-are not good
at setting standards and regulating them.
Eventually when we have an attempt at it,
there is always someone smart enough to skirt
the rules and people always end up paying for
the consequences.

To forge ahead in this industry, we will need
toinnovate our people first, not technology.
Make ethical innovations a priority and have the
players of the game abide by them by imposing
severe penalties should the rules be broken.

We will continue to observe closely as the
final chapter of this saga unfolds and hope that
this mistake will never be repeated again.

Pradon Sirakovit is head of strategy aﬁd
innovation at IPG Mediabrands Thailand.
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Broadcasters want
viewers educated on
digital TV system

MOVE MUST ACCOMPANY NBTC DISTRIBUTION

OF VOUCHERS FOR PURCHASE OF RECEIVERS

WATCHIRANONT THONGTEP
THE NATION

BROADCASTERS AND a media
association have called for a nation-
wide promotional campaign on the
transition tothedigital TVeraalong
with the broadcasting regulator’s
distribution of discount coupons for
the purchase of digital receivers.

The National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
will begin sending out 4.6 million of
the vouchers next week. Jamnan
Siritan Nunbhakdi, president of the
Radio-Television Broadcasting
Professional Federation, said a
national campaign was also needed
to help people understand the ben-
efits of the new terrestrial-based
digital system and why they should
migrate from the old analog system.

Jamnan raised this issue after a
meeting between two members of
the NBTC’s broadcasting commit-
teeyesterday and representatives of
24.commercial terrestrial digital TV
stations. The key topics were about
the supportive incentives and events
provided by the NBTC to speed up
the transition to digital.

JAMNAN, president of Radio-Television
Broadcasting Professional Federation.

“The watchdog should allocate
some of its budget to support a
national campaign to promote this
new service to give people a better
understanding about how to access
digital TV programmes via set-top
boxes after receiving their Bt690
vouchers from the NBTC,” she said.

This promotional campaign
must be done under a well-planned

News ID: C-141004003044 (4 Oct 14/07:54)

&7 iQNewsClip

www.ignewsclip.com

NATION

strategy by a professional public
relations company and supported
by all parties in the industry, she
said.

The federation and broadcasters
also want the watchdog to establish
a joint committee to monitor and
follow up on the expansion of digi-
tal-network coverage and theinstal-
lation of digital receivers at each
household. This committee should
consist of technicians both from the
broadcasting regulator and digital-
TV operators.

Jamnan said broadcasters want-
ed tomake sure that the penetration
of digital terrestrial TV grew
smoothly and soundly.

Next Friday, the NBTC will con-
vene a meeting with 24 commercial
digital terrestrial TV operators

aboutapublicrelations campaign,

but it appears this meeting will

focus on raising awareness about

digital TV broadcasting service
areas and the process of giving away
the discount vouchers.

Onekeytopicat that meeting will
involve how to use the coupons to
purchase a digital set-top box from
dealers qualified by the NBTC.
Another topic is about how to pro-
mote and build awareness of digital
TV broadcasting service, which will
change people’s viewing behaviour.
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