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SHRINKING
SUBSCRIBERS: THE
MIB-TRAI DTH
DEADLOCK

As India’s DTH sector faces an existential crunch,
industry stakeholders express growing frustration over
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting’s inaction on
TRAI’s license fee reform — raising broader questions
on regulatory coordination and market fairness.

Nearly two years have passed since the Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) recommended
slashing the licensing fee for Direct-to-Home (DTH)
operators from 8% to 3% of their Adjusted Gross Revenue
(AGR). Yet, the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting
(MIB) remains mute, keeping the industry in a regulatory
limbo at a time when financial pressures are mounting and
subscriber numbers are steadily declining.

India’s four private DTH players — Tata Play, Bharti
Telemedia, Dish TV, and Sun Direct — are caught in the
crossfire. Subscriber numbers
have dropped sharply by nearly
11 million since 2021, a decline
fueled by rapid OTT adoption
and the expanding footprint of
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Against this backdrop, the
delayed implementation of
TRAI’s recommendations
threatens not just profitability
but the sector’s long-term
viability.
THE TRAI PROPOSAL: A LIFELINE ON HOLD
In August 2023, TRAI submitted its
“Recommendations on License Fee and Policy Matters of
DTH Services,” proposing a phased reduction of the license
fee to 3% of AGR by FY 2027, eventually aiming to eliminate
it altogether. This move was designed to give DTH operators
a fighting chance in a market increasingly skewed by free-
to-air services and OTT platforms.

Despite clear industry support, MIB has yet to act.
“We have done our part; it is now up to the ministry to take
the next steps,” said a senior TRAI official, speaking on
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condition of anonymity. The prolonged delay has frustrated
operators who continue to pay the higher 8% fee amid
shrinking revenues.

MARKET REALITIES: DECLINING
SUBSCRIBERS, RISING COSTS

TRAI’s latest data paints a stark picture: the
combined subscriber base fell from 69.57 million in March
2021 to 58.22 million in December 2024. Tata Play leads with
a 31.49% market share, followed by Bharti Telemedia
(29.89%), Sun Direct (19.5%), and Dish TV (19.13%).

The dual onslaught of OTT growth and DD Free
Dish’s rural penetration is eroding traditional pay-TV
revenue. “Operating under an 8% license fee when the
regulator has recommended a cut to 3% is like a penalty on
survival,” said Rajesh Verma, CEO of a leading DTH
operator.

Adding to the burden, MIB has recently issued
license fee demands exceeding Rs. 16,000 crore, worsening
cash flow pressures and threatening investments in
customer experience and technology upgrades.

Industry analysts believe MIB is weighing the
broader implications of fee reductions within the wider
broadcast ecosystem. While DTH operators pay roughly
Rs. 20 crore annually in satellite transponder fees, cable
multi-system operators (MSOs) incur substantially higher
operational costs — with leased line fees exceeding Rs. 80
crore yearly, plus hefty right-of-way charges.
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“There is a fear that license fee relief for DTH might
skew competition unfairly against cable operators,
disrupting the overall ecosystem balance,” explained Anjali
Menon, a senior media policy analyst.

Additionally, legal entanglements and unclear
jurisdictional boundaries between TRAI (which regulates
telecom and broadcast) and MIB (which finalizes policy)
may be causing inertia. The industry remains uncertain
about who is ultimately accountable for driving reform.

THE ROAD AHEAD: A CALL FOR CLARITY
AND COORDINATION

Without decisive intervention from MIB, the DTH
sector risks further contraction. Players may be forced to
hike consumer prices, consolidate, or reduce services—
outcomes that could undermine millions of households still
reliant on pay TV.

The resolution rests on transparent, coordinated
policy action that balances the needs of DTH operators,
cable MSOs, and emerging platforms, while preserving fair
competition and consumer choice.

As the market continues to evolve at breakneck
speed, stakeholders urge the government to align regulatory
frameworks with ground realities — ensuring that India’s
broadcast ecosystem remains vibrant, competitive, and
future-ready.

DTH Subscriber Base Decline (March 2021 — Dec 2024)
¢ March2021: 69.57 million
¢ March2024:61.97 million
¢ Sept2024:59.91 million

¢ Dec2024:58.22 million
Market Share of Major DTH Operators (December 2024)
¢ TataPlay:31.49%
¢ Bharti Telemedia: 29.89%
¢ Sun Direct: 19.5%
¢ DishTV:19.13% 1
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LICENSE FEE COMPARISON AND COSTS
WEE Y I gl 3T AT

Category License Fee % of AGR | Annual Transponder/Operational Cost
oy TATHAT &1 25T b Yo | A izt /Faws ar
DTH Operators | 8% (proposed 3%) Rs. 20 crore (transponder fees)
g et | 8% (wefad 3%) 20 FE & (JAAT I )
Cable MSOs NA Rs. 80+ crore (leased lines + RoW)
A THTHT NA 80+ FHUZT & (7o T2 + T3S )
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