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Satellite TV no pie in the sky
in so-called Asian megamarket

By Chaitanya Kalbag
Reuter

Tokyo, Dec. 28 — Satellite and cable
television is approaching the status of rice
as staple in the Asian diet but some gov-
ernments feel threatened by foreign en-
croachment on their airwaves.

Viewers across Asia are tuning in to a
cornucopia of information and entertain-
ment.

Millions of Asians now know American
newsmen Ted Koppel and Dan Rather
more intimately than their local newsread-
ers. Struggling oriental rock groups jostle
for air-time on MTV with Madonna and
Ice-T. American soaps outrank Cantonese
tearjerkers.

But not everyone is happy about such
access to the airwaves.

Several governments in the region have
had their tight grip on information rudely
broken by “free-to-air” satellite TV.

Free-to-air is when individuals pick up
satellite signals with their own dish, rather
than the signals being picked up centrally
then distributed by cable or terrestrial
means, which means it is harder for au-
thorities to control what is received.  This
was illustrated dramatically earlier this
month in India, long fed exclusively by
two state-owned channels, when satellite
television beamed pictures of savage Hin-
du-Moslem rioting straight into Indian

¢ homes angering politicians.

i3 Hong Kong-based Star TV, which now
« includes a channel in the Hindi language

v-scalled Zee TV, reaches an estimated 1.5 mil-

aV¥jon Indian households.

S€¢  Both Malaysia and Singapore, which

qQU€ohtly oversee the flow of information,

EXt' n private ownership of satellite dishes.
3)'; ngapore allows financial companies to

g an’+€ them, while Malaysia restricts them

‘overnment ministers and the royalty.

sibler
e We need to tread carefully in this area

to keep out broadcasts which may purvey
values and lifestyles which may be harm-
ful or offensive in our multi-racial and
multi-religious society,” said a Singapore
Information Ministry spokesman.

Malaysian Information Minister Mo-
hamed Rahmat has likened direct broad-
casting to a “clandestine television” and
the government recently told hundreds of
private owners to take down their dishes
or face stiff penalties.

Cable television is officially banned in
Taiwan but the island has a flourishing un-
derground industry. Some 300 unlicensed
cable TV stations, most of them very small,
serve about 350,000 of Taiwan’s four mil-
lion households.

Police sporadically raid the illegal sta-
tions, snipping wires and confiscating
equipment, but operations are soon re-
sumed. Taiwan has three state-influenced
channels.

Pakistan’s government allowed satellite
dish installation last year for the payment
of an annual fee, but conservative Islamic
clergymen fear easy access to satellite TV
will spread obscenity. “It is a gateway to
obscenity,” a spokesman for the Ulema-i-
Ahle-Sunnat, an organisation of Sunni reli-
gious leaders, said in Karachi.

There is less paranoia in two of Asia’s
largest Moslem nations.

Bangladesh has only 350 dish antennas
in its three major cities but officials esti-
mate the number will cross 1,000 by June
1993. State-run television beams six hours
daily of the American Cable News Net-
work (CNN).

And Indonesia, with the world’s largest
Moslem population, has its own state tele-
vision and three private TV stations which
can be received by viewers across the
country by satellite.

Thousands of satellite dishes around
the country pick up a variety of foreign
programmes. Last year Jakarta allowed

foreign broadcasters to use its Palapa
satellites for regional beams.

Some Asian governments have realized
it is futile to resist this awesome explosion

»of information.

A state-owned Singapore subscription
TV company started a commercial service
in April which offers a 24-hour CNN-
based news channel, a movie channel and
a Chinese entertainment channel. The
company, which now has about 10,000 sub-
scriptions, aims to increase the number to
100,000 in five years.

In Taiwan, the use of large satellite dish-
es was legalised in July this year. Last Jan-
uary the cabinet approved a bill to legalise
the cable-television industry and it is ex-
pected to go into effect next year after pas-
sage by parliament.

Predominantly Moslem Malaysia,
which bans nudity, restricts air time allot-
ted to foreign programmes and curbs to-
bacco advertising, recently approved the
country’s first pay TV and has invited bids
to set up a second private television sta-
tion.

Pakistan’s information ministry has
asked state run television to improve its
programmes to meet what it calls a chal-
lenge from the dish antenna.

Meanwhile, richer Asian nations are
setting down the markers for a region that
is home to nearly three-fifths of humanity
and has advertisers salivating over mil-
lions of potential customers.

Japan’s first wave of satellite broadcast-
ing began in 1989 with two channels from
NHK public television. At the end of Octo-
ber NHK had 4.5 million subscribers. But
NHK’s unscrambled signal needs only a
small dish, and a spokesman said another
1.9 non-paying viewers are estimated to
watch.

WOWOW, the country’s first private
pay channel, now has 1.1 million sub-
scribers.
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Hanart (Taipei) Gallery (882-9772) 104 Chungshan North Road,

--Yu Peng'’s ink paintings, calligraphic works as well as ce-
ramir nieces. until Tan 3.1993.



