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Bhaskara Rao examines:the implications '
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He two most contentious issues be- e e
. ing debated in the conte pro-i— e
= posed Broadeast Billol 1996 ars to7'

i do with the extent of foreign equi-v s’
‘ty in the Indlan media and regulations om *%
cross media ownership. The propesed bill, ;
. currently under the serutiny of the Standing ™ .= 0
i+ Comumnittes " of- the: Parliament,. has,also g ) e
2o saen an unprecedented lobbying-on: thesa ¢ [
40w fssues. While a good deal has been sald E ok el
. about foreign equity, debate on eross mek {15
» dia still remains muted, although the pro-,
" posed bill specifies in detall the restrictiong & o=
=5 on controlling the interast of newspapers Sy @ ¢
&= licansed broadeast services.s | S WEETREL S L
% Most democratic countries have some ra? % |
* strictions. or regulations on cross media - &
#; ownership and operstions. The basic uns &5
{ " derlying philosophy is.that there should not
+ . be.a monopoly i& news medis establish- b
.. ments.Then; of course, there is the gues=-H.-
i thon of not Just crealing conditions for levs o
al-playing opportunity but also gi

: giving am= x
- ple scope for new enirantsy - oo una
™ " In fact, it is this logic that led to'the 1995 &

. $#: landmark judgament of thé'Supreme Court '

% of India on broadeasting.', - S ity
#*  The cross madiatissue in the context ok ir

L. the proposad bill has twa distinct dimen- =

£ sions. One of the dimenslons which has be-

E! come controversial is regarding the own-

=< prship of broadcasting service by those who

* pwn newspapers.

. Part Il of the proposed bill states that:

* “No proprietor of a ngwspaper shall either -

¥ be a participant with.more than 20 per cent

{ ' interestin, or 2 control by a body corporate .  the prop
* which ls the holder of & license to provide - - and. stren;

.. & licensed service urder this Act. w1 mada oot
“No propristor of & newspaper. who is & ©' on control, not on participation.

participant with more than five but less than ' * In fact, upto 5 per cent equity one could*’

20 per cont interest in a body corporate and . hold in inter and intra media services. Even

. not controlling such a body corporate, = in the case of newspapers, the proposed bill

holding a license shall be participant with - does not discourage holding of up to 20 per '

more than five per cent, in any other such.- cent equity of a broadeast service.

body corporate. oot 0 cam o Infact, the newspaper can also hold 5 per
“No person who Is the holder of a license ~ cent in more than one broadcast service:

to provide licensed service under this Act  Rightly. control and participation have.not

shall be either a participant with more than  been mixed up. However, in reality even this

20 per cent interest in or control body cor- may not prevent manipulative control of

porale which controls a newspaper. more than one media by the same entities. -
“Ma person is the holder of a license and In a separate bul concurring judgement, =

is a participant with more than five but less  Justice Jeevan Reddy, one of the three judges
than 20 per cent interest in a body corpo- - of the Supreme Couwrt, which set the pacae
rate and not controfling such a body cor- for the subsequent developments in the
porate which means which runs a nation-  broadecast scene in the country including the

"l paper, shall be participant with more than ~ proposed bill observed that, “By manipu-

five per cent interest in any other such body lating news and disinformation. to suit

corporate.” their commercial or other interests, they
At the same time, it should be said that  would be harming and not serving the prin-

..- .
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bill does not disregard sco
-of ‘crpgs media as is oﬂe%
e bill'only sets certain limite$:

a1

e
or.cd

of cross media restricions and fore

vy

ciples of piura]ity&nﬂ ‘diversity of views,
news, ideas and opinions. ﬁﬂﬁﬂiﬁh
have the benefit of plurality of views a

i*

: rﬂ.ilga of opinions ga 4dll public fssues. -

succassful demoeracy posits an ‘awars’
citizenry. Diversity of opinions, views, ideas
and ideologies is essential o enabla citizens
to arrive at informed judgement on all js-
sues touching by a monopoly, whether the
monopoly is of lie state of any other indi-
vidual, group or an organisation.”

There is & strong criticism and objection
from some of the key players of the Indian
Press about the provisions in the proposed
bill on cross media. This is understandable
since the provisions adversely affect their
business Interesis and diversification plans.

One of the objection= is: why should the
newspapers be discriminated when there is
no such restriction on any other séction of
business or industry getling into broad-
casting? L

The ather more convincing argument
igainst cross media’ restrictions is that

—
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P, o T e s gince the newspapers have al-
iy | ik v L F a 5 H H
iy v AR ot s-raady_specinlised in covering

. news and current affairs and al-
i e e have: the infrastructure they
: ~ would be able to do a better job
“in'Broadcasting as well. ©
They-also contend, although not
“convincingly, that unlike in the

. where there is such a monopol
~of ngwspapers to compel suc
cross media regulations as pro-
posed in the hillos w1 -
- That may be the case, but no one
- can deny the fact that for what-
‘ever reasons, historical dr oth-
. erwise{ there are certain cites
- . and states where a single news-

¥ “eagses with more than 50 per
amraeCEnt market share, both in terms
" . of circulation and readership as
- ~wge—in the case of Andhra Pradesh
=+ | prRajasthan (il

T

. #in the event of the bill being
sadopted in the present form
it nm{lﬂaapﬂr groups would

: o ehget affected adversely. - 2
== These include the Eenadu group
Y i % ira Pradesh, Rajosthan

: ﬁ: : agmup_m Rajasthan and

the Hindustan Times. the Times
i of India, [ndia Today. Praja
Yapi/Beccan Herald group,
Punjab Kesari group ete. All of
thens have a proven track record

e

rd sco '?‘ ciples :g pﬂimaﬁtyannido diu%*isit:.z_ of ;ﬁew'& 'iriit would ﬁn:t'iﬂi"ﬁand mﬂ.‘ as the bnfe.«;fl.:I any-
is of . news, ideas and opinions. Citizens where in the,world.But that is not the is-
iin lirnite.: have the benefit of plurality o}lﬁem aﬂuﬁ" suﬁere,‘ i ww!d"" ; '

" range of apinions on 41l public ssugs. - Infaet, insteadiof putting a restriction on
ne could® “ﬁsunﬁﬁa} dmuudracypnsj_m,mjawur&ff _equlity participation for restraining media
ces, Even , _citizenry. Diversity of opinions, views, ideas | monopoly, it may be better 1o use the mar-
sosed bill  and ideologies is essential io enable citizens ket share cofigept either in terms of circu-
to 20 per * to arrive at informed judgement on all is=" Iation or readership or both. Whether one
. i sues touching by a monopoly, whether the takes the equity or market share approach,
old 5 per monopoly is of the state or any other irdi-  either way it is complex to keep track of the
. gervice: vidual., group or an organisation.” composition of equity and market share and
have not There is a strong criticism and objection the changes therein. This calls for an ef-
even this  from some of the key players of the Indian  fective monitoring mechanism with an in-
ontrol of  Press about the provisions in the proposed dependent regulatory authority. Of course,
: entities. . bill on cross media. This is understandable in the case of equity restriction, it is rela-
dgement, - since the provisions adversely affect their tively easy to ask for disinvestment as and
ee judges” business interests and diversification plans. . when a newspaper gets into broadcast ser-

i

vice.

the pace = One of the objections is: why should the

s in the  newspapers be discriminated when thereis  Inthe case of market share of circulation
uding the no such restriction on any other gection of or teadership, Wmay be little more com-
manipu-  business or industry getting into broad- plicated to keep track. set limits and im-

v plement. In any case, newspapers should not
be deprived should they desif® to get in w
broadeasting service. The independent au-

, to suit  casting? :
wts, they The other more convincing argument
rihe prin-  against cross media’ restrictions is that

e

« paper dominates in a couple of.

ictions only

gafﬁﬁp&ﬁﬂn in the propns.edrﬂruadms:r.ﬂﬂi
i !

thority should not come in the way just on
the basis of equity criteria alone. =
This obviously implies that if a newspa-.
fper or news magazine wanis to-getinto an
altogether different territory with a broad-
cast service or even want to get into a broad-
cast service in the same territory but in an
altogether different content, Areas uncon-

should not be deprived. = — =~ o7
Alsn. newspapers should not be deprived.
should they choose, to sponsor. programmes
in the broadcast mannnﬁimmmllef by same.
other licensees. i Tt ;

Existing establishments with dperations
both in newspapers and television, for ex-
ample, the Eenada or India. Today. should
be allowed regsonable time to c.atcﬁ up with
the law of the Jand should theBill become
an Act in the present form and also get im-
plemented. o ]

Also, perhaps it is desirable to classify
newspapers into news and current affairs
catepory and the rest as a separaté CAlegory.

News media are not like any other busi-
ness. Newspaper Is‘a distinctly dilferent
=public service” in a civil society as com-
pared to any other business. They are still
viewed as a “public ttility™ and as a "fourth
estate” institution. Henee, they are entitled
to certain privileges, formally and informally.

All this obviously implies the compulsion
for certain restrictions and regulations to-
wards ensuring choice, option and plurali-
ty in the media scene.

In fact, the Supreme Court judgement of
1995 has alsd clarified that such regulations
will not imply any conflict with the consti-
tutional provisions for freedom of speech and
with the right of citizens to do “business.”

The guestion is not whether newspapers
are better equipped or not to operate
broadcasting service, but what is good for
the people and the country. Also, itis not a
question of business interests alone. The cre-
ativity and entrepreneurship potential in the
couniry being what it is and the imbalance
and inequalitivs in access to media being
what they are, certain cross media reguia-
tions are more than desirable. Business in-
terests of a couple of media barons will no
doubt get affected because of such regula-
tions. But a much larger number of people
readers as well as viewers, will sveniually
be the beneficiaries; so-also the journalists
and the democratic process and civil soci-
By,

Us: Indi has no city or state_ nected to- news-and current affairs, it

{The writer is an expert on media policy
and research} i



