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1. SESSION I 
Lecture by Lt. Col. V N Khare on TV Services and Broadcast Sector 
 
The following paragraphs capture the essence of the exposition: 
 
Even though broadcasting has a history of more than 100 years in India i.e. 
since 1924, there is little that is understood of the sector. This is evident from 
the fact that till date there are no specific laws on it, nor is it taught anywhere 
as a discipline.   
 
It is regulated by TRAI but without appropriate domain expertise. As a result, 
the regulator seems out of depth in its ability to balance the interests of 
broadcasters, consumers and the intermediaries. Also, there seems to be low 
awareness on fundamental aspects such as difference between programme 
(content) and channel (pathway on which content is placed). Similarly, a 
popular terminology is ‘Free to Air’ whereas a more appropriate usage should 
be ‘Free to Viewer’ as there is nothing that is ‘Free to Air’, not even in the 
context of the public broadcaster. 
 
As a result, popular discourse neglects many issues related to consumers and 
the content industry. It may not be incorrect to say that there is 
disproportionate focus on some issues at the cost of others. It needs to be 
emphasized that for so long as clarity on certain fundamental aspects is not 
reflected in both common and technical usage, sector governance will 
continue to suffer, and gray areas in determining choice, pricing and 
adequate mechanisms for grievance redressal will continue to persist.  
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Further, in the context of governance, it needs to be stated that the 
implementation of Digital Addressable System (DAS) in DTH and Cable TV has 
still a lot of distance to cover. Estimates suggest that in the DTH space it is 72% 
complete while in the cable sector it is as low as 22%. This means that actual 
number of authorized users as on date cannot be determined. 
 
To address this gap, the collusion between MSOs and LCOs need to be 
challenged. In other words, there are strong political economy considerations 
that are needed to be taken on board. This anomaly can also be deduced 
from proper audit of actual number of subscribers and actual revenue figures 
for MSO/LCO. No wonder, therefore, that subscribers are often shortchanged 
by the cable operators and are not furnished proper bills. 
 
To top it up, the irony is that the lay consumer is unaware about most of these 
and other issues that affect her interests directly and indirectly. Given this, the 
following points merit greater attention and discussion:  
 

§ There is a need to create greater consumer awareness. 
 

§ There is a need to re-examine the quality of feedback to the regulator 
from stakeholders and consumer groups. 
 

§ There is a need for rigorous and independent audit of the entire value 
chain to ensure better health of the sector and adequate consumer 
welfare.  
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2. SESSION II 
Key Points Based on the Presentation on TRAI Regulation (2018) and 
Consumer Response Survey 
 
A consultation paper was issued by TRAI on 18th May 2016 to harmonize the 
Quality of Service (QoS) Regulations issued by TRAI from time to time and to 
formulate a unified regulatory framework for different platforms. On 3rd March 
2017, it notified the new regulatory framework (hereinafter referred to as the 
new framework) for Broadcasting and Cable services. The new framework 
came into effect on 29th December 2018, whereby the subscribers (read 
consumers) were given right to choose content they wished to watch. 
 
It appears that the new regime caught the consumer unaware. The feed back 
from the ground suggests that many consumers have had to pay increased 
in TV bills and experience frequent disruption in services, and unreliable 
grievance redressal processes.  
 
It is important to understand here that there are broadly two kinds of 
consumer literate and tech savvy and illiterate and not-tech-savvy. A large 
number falls in the latter category. This implies that all the consumers cannot 
be expected to read the regulations on TRAI’s website to understand their 
rights and service providers’ obligations. 
 
Moreover, the regulations are technical for a common person to comprehend 
and are only available in English. Even the ‘Consumer Guide’ that has been 
published on TRAI’s website is only available in English. The ‘Frequently Asked 
Questions’ are however available in English and Hindi.  
 
In addition to the above, key consumer issues are encapsulated below:  
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Right to Choose:  
Under the new regime, choosing channels is very difficult, especially for elderly 
or illiterate. At times, distributors do not allow consumers to choose channels 
of their choice. Even when asked for, service providers don’t provide for choice 
on Al-Carte basis. In many cases consumers have to choose channels from 
long lists on paper pamphlets, which is both cumbersome and impractical. In 
many cases it is also difficult for consumer to remove channels that they don’t 
want to watch.  
 
Price and Billing:  
At present, apart from Free-to-Air channels consumers are paying fixed 
charges of Rs. 153(Rs 130+GST) for 100 pay channels. However, the MRP of the 
pay channels is charged over Rs 153. Thus, the consumers are paying higher 
than in the older regime. Many of them are not even aware of what they are 
paying for. In most cases, there is a malpractice of not generating proper bills, 
especially by cable operators.  
 
Grievance Redressal: 
The most critical issue is Consumer Grievance Redressal. Until 2018, TRAI did 
not have a subscriber complaint desk. A void exists in grievance redressal 
mechanism for the consumer. 
 
For immediate correction the customers can approach the service provider. 
The Service providers (mostly in case of DTH) provide a toll free number for 
complaint, which does not guarantee that the problem will be solved.  
 
It has also been felt that if and when a consumer complains to TRAI, it registers 
complain and just forward it to the service provider. In most cases, there is no 
follow up on whether the problem has been resolved.  
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Role of Consumer Action Groups (CAGs): 
In the extant framework, the CAGs can act as a bridge between the State, the 
MSO, the LCO and the Consumer. Right from creating consumer awareness 
about the new regulations, to educating about their rights; from conducting 
social audits on service providers to providing consumer feedback and 
informed recommendations to the regulator- the CAGs can provide a reliable 
platform for consumer grievance redressal.  
 
However the challenge before the CAGs is their ability to consolidate and 
analyse consumer feedback and make effective recommendations to the 
State authorities.  
 
Other Issues: 
Since, TRAI is a predominantly a telecom regulator, the multidisciplinary 
approach towards challenges of leaping Broadcast sector is lacking. It has 
also been felt that the consultation channel adopted by it is not very effective. 
On an average consultation paper of TRAI receives only about 25-30 people 
who respond to total number of different categories, mainly representing 
MSOs. There are also added language constraint, as consultations papers are 
mainly formulated, recorded and disbursed in English only.  
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3. SESSION III 
Open Floor Discussion: Key Recommendations 
 

• It was felt there is a need to do an independent audit of the entire 
broadcasting ecosystem.  

 
• A dedicated authority is needed to regulate the broadcast sector.  

 
• A dedicated system for consumer grievance redressal is long 

beckoning. An online portal for redressal, mediation and stringent 
penalty for violations of norms can provide efficacious resolution of 
consumers concerns.  

 
• The rights and duties of consumers, MSOs, DTH/Cable operators need to 

be clearly defined. The technical specifications for the service providers 
must be clearly set forth along with a regular inspection mechanism. A 
framework for continued assessment of service providers should also 
be in place ensuring compliance of rules and regulations. 

 
• It is desirable that the Regulator invests in developing a more 

democratic rule making process. A purposeful consultation with all 
stakeholders, including MSOs, Cable Operators, CAGs and/or consumers 
will further public interest and balance competing claims of consumer 
and service providers.  

 
• For understanding the needs of the consumers better, a direct 

consumer feedback channel at the level of local administration needs 
to be established.  

 
• Establishment of Subscriber Management System for immediate 
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corrections of technical glitches and doorstep assistance can be 
helpful for the consumers and the DTH/Cable Operators must be 
obligated to do so. 

 
• A dedicated portal on TRAI website for providing rules and regulations, 

FAQs in vernacular languages will help educate the consumers about its 
rights better.  

 
• Enhancing capacity of CAGs with resources and knowledge support is 

essential for creating awareness amongst consumers about their rights 
in the new regime, and assist them with redressal. Implementation of 
Consumer fund (as per the Telecommunication Consumers Education 
and Protection Fund (Fifth Amendment) Regulations, 2020) for CAGs can 
be a right start in this direction. 
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4. List of Participants: 
 

Title Name Designation Organization 

Mr. Abdul Alim Parvej Secretary 
Islampur Ramkrishnapally Rural 
Welfare Society 

Mr. Mokter Hossain President 
Islampur Ramkrishnapally Rural 
Welfare Society 

Dr. 
Kashyapnath 
Upadhyaya President 

Consumer Protection 
Association 

Mr. 
Abhishek 
Srivastava Founder & Chairman Consumer Guild 

Mr. 
Padan Mohan 
Mishra Secretary 

Upbhokta Sanrakshan Kalyan 
Samiti 

Mr. Abhishek Kumar Partner Indicc Associates 
Mr. Ashwani Pareek Program Officer Indicc Associates 
Mr. Chanchal Garg CEO Om Sai Ram Buildtech Pvt. Ltd 

Mr. Nikhil Kashyap 

Media & 
Communication 
Consultant Indian Elements 

Mr. Surendra PA General Secretary Consumers Association 

Mr. Ajoy Hazarika Secretary 
Consumers Legal Protection 
Forum 

Mr. Prasanta Panda Chairman Consumer Coordination Council 
Mr. Vivan Sharan Secretary Esya Centre 

 


