REGULATORY FOCUS

A HARD RESET FOR
BROADCAST AUDITS

TRAI’s Seventh Amendment is not just another
regulatory update, it is a clear statement that India’s
addressable TV ecosystem can no longer afford opacity,
procedural drift, or compliance theatre.

A REGULATION BORN OUT OF FATIGUE

If there is one word that best describes the broadcast
distribution sector’s relationship with audits over the past
decade, it is fatigue.

Broadcasters have long complained of delayed
audits, incomplete data, and subscriber under-reporting.
Distributors, particularly smaller MSOs, have pushed back
against rising compliance costs, overlapping audits, and
what they see as regulatory overreach. The result has been
a system where audits exist, but trust does not.

TRAT’s Telecommunication (Broadcasting and Cable)
Services Interconnection (Addressable Systems) (Seventh
Amendment) Regulations, 2026 should be read against this
backdrop. This is not a cosmetic amendment. It is a
corrective intervention aimed squarely at a system that had
become simultaneously over-regulated and under-enforced.

By redefining who must be audited, when audits must
happen, and how disputes are to be resolved, TRAI is
effectively saying: the era of ambiguity is over.
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Why This Amendment
Matters More
Than the Last
Six Combined

WHY THIS AMENDMENT MATTERS MORE THAN
THE LAST SIX COMBINED

India’s Interconnection Regulations have been
amended repeatedly since 2017. Yet most previous changes
tinkered at the edges, adjusting prices, reporting formats,
or procedural language, without confronting the structural
dysfunction of the audit regime itself.

This amendment does exactly that.

It acknowledges an uncomfortable truth: mandatory
audits alone do not guarantee compliance, especially when
enforcement is uneven and incentives are misaligned.
Despite financial disincentives being on the books, a large
number of distributors simply did not conduct audits on
time, or at all. Meanwhile, broadcasters resorted to challenge
audits, leading to duplication, conflict, and litigation.

The Seventh Amendment attempts to restore
credibility to the audit process by strengthening the first
audit, rather than endlessly litigating the second.

FINANCIAL YEAR ALIGNMENT: A LONG-
OVERDUE COURSE CORRECTION

The shift from calendar-year audits to financial-year-
based audits may appear technical, but it is arguably the
most sensible change in the regulation.

For years, the industry lived with the absurdity of
audits that did not align with:
statutory financial audits,
interconnection agreements,
revenue recognition cycles, or
tax and accounting periods.
By mandating that audits relate to the preceding
financial year and be completed by 30 September, TRAI has
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finally brought subscription audits into the same universe
as every other serious compliance process in Indian
business.

This change alone removes a significant source of
confusion and dispute, and quietly exposes how outdated
parts of the earlier framework had become.

THE 30,000 SUBSCRIBER THRESHOLD:
REGULATORY MATURITY AT LAST

Perhaps the most controversial, and most pragmatic,
element of the amendment is the decision to make audits
optional for distributors with fewer than 30,000 subscribers.
For years, regulation treated a 3,000-subscriber local cable
operator and a multi-million-subscriber MSO as regulatory
equals. This was never
equitable, and it was certainly
never efficient.

By introducing a
threshold, TRAI has done
what regulators often hesitate
to do: acknowledge scale.

This is not M——
deregulation. Itis proportional | H
regulation. Small distributors _1_______ 2 U :
are not being given a free pass, >
they remain auditable at the
broadcaster’s initiative, but they are no longer forced into
an annual compliance exercise that often cost more than it
delivered in value.

Crucially, TRAI has also closed the obvious loophole:
where infrastructure is shared or joint ventures exist,
subscriber bases are aggregated. Fragmentation will not be
allowed to become an escape route.

AUDIT QUALITY OVER AUDIT QUANTITY

One of the clearest signals in the amendment is
TRAT’s intent to reduce the number of audits but increase
their credibility.

Mandatory audits must now be conducted only by
TRAI-empanelled auditors or BECIL, with explicit
certification of auditor independence. Broadcasters are
allowed to attend audits, but only as observers, not
influencers. This strikes a careful balance between
transparency and professional integrity.

More importantly, the amendment introduces a
structured, time-bound mechanism for raising objections.
Broadcasters can no longer sit on audit reports indefinitely
or weaponise ambiguity months later during commercial
negotiations. If discrepancies exist, they must be raised
within defined timelines, supported by evidence.
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Audit Quality Over Audit Quantity ~_ =

This is a subtle but important shift, from audits as
leverage to audits as verification.

CURTAILING THE CULTURE OF ENDLESS
CHALLENGE AUDITS

Challenge audits, while necessary in principle, had
become a symptom of a deeper problem: lack of faith in the
primary audit.

TRATI’s new framework makes it clear that secondary
audits are the exception, not the norm. Broadcasters must
first exhaust the process of auditor clarification and updated
reports. Only then does the matter escalate to the regulator,
and even then, at the broadcaster’s cost.

This approach does two things simultaneously:

1. Itraises the accountability of empanelled auditors.

It discourages speculative or fishing-expedition

audits.

In effect, TRAI is telling the industry that if audits
are to command authority, they must also command finality.

WHEN DISTRIBUTORS DEFAULT, THE
POWER SHIFTS

One of the more assertive aspects of the amendment
is the explicit empowerment of broadcasters when
distributors fail to meet audit obligations.

If an audit report is not shared by the deadline,
broadcasters may initiate an audit themselves, once per
year, within a fixed timeframe, and using empanelled auditors.
This removes the long-standing excuse of delay as a
defensive tactic.

At the same time, by placing the cost burden on
broadcasters, TRAI ensures that this power is exercised
judiciously, not casually.

This is regulatory balance in action: rights without
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chaos, enforcement without excess.

INFRASTRUCTURE SHARING: REGULATION
FINALLY CATCHES UP WITH REALITY

The Indian TV distribution ecosystem has quietly
transformed through infrastructure sharing, shared
headends, managed services, and pooled conditional access
systems. Yet regulation lagged behind, creating uncertainty
around audits and accountability.

The Seventh Amendment finally addresses this.

By mandating data segregation, separate system
instances, and clear watermarking responsibilities, TRAI is
recognising modern network architectures while ensuring
that accountability does not dissolve into shared
responsibility.

This is especially critical as cost pressures intensify
and consolidation accelerates.

THE REAL MESSAGE: TRUST MUST BE
EARNED, NOT ASSUMED

Beyond the clauses and provisos,
the real significance of this amendment lies
in its philosophy.

TRAI is no longer attempting to
regulate mistrust through volume, more
audits, more penalties, more paperwork.
Instead, it is attempting to engineer trust
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thresholds, credible audits, and limited
escalation.

Whether this works will depend on execution,
particularly the quality of empanelled auditors and the
regulator’s willingness to enforce deadlines consistently.
But directionally, the shift is unmistakable.

CONCLUSION: A NECESSARY, NOT
PERFECT, INTERVENTION

The Seventh Amendment will not eliminate disputes
overnight. Nor will it magically resolve the commercial
tensions inherent in a shrinking linear TV market.

But it does something arguably more important: it
restores regulatory intent.

By aligning audits with financial reality, recognising
scale, tightening processes, and curbing misuse, TRAI has
signalled that regulation must evolve with the industry it
governs.

In a sector struggling for relevance amid OTT
disruption and revenue pressure, this may be the first
regulatory change in years that feels less like a burden, and
more like a reset.®
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