CONNECTED TV

INDIA’'S TELEVISION
RESET: FAST,
CONNECTED TV AND
THE FUTURE OF CABLE

DISTRIBUTION

India’s television industry is entering a new phase
where cable TV, connected television, and internet-
based streaming platforms are beginning to converge
into one unified viewing ecosystem. The rise of
Application-based Linear Television Distribution
(ALTD) and FAST (Free Ad-Supported Streaming
Television) services is now reshaping how
broadcasters, cable operators, advertisers, and
audiences engage with television content.

For nearly three decades, India’s television industry
has been powered by cable television networks, satellite
broadcasting platforms, and Direct-to-Home (DTH)
operators. Cable TV, in particular, played a transformational
role in democratizing access to entertainment and news
across urban and rural India. Multi-System Operators
(MSOs) and Local Cable Operators (LCOs) built the
country’s television backbone long before digital streaming
became mainstream.

ALTD AND FAST,
CONNECTED TV

OF CABLE
DISTRIBUTION
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Today, however, the television distribution landscape
is evolving rapidly. Internet-enabled viewing through smart
televisions, mobile devices, and streaming applications is
changing consumer behaviour at an unprecedented pace.
Viewers are increasingly shifting toward app-driven
television experiences that combine the familiarity of linear
TV with the convenience of OTT streaming.

At the centre of this shift are ALTD and FAST
platforms — internet-based services that deliver scheduled
television channels directly to audiences through
applications and connected devices, often without any
subscription fees.

Unlike conventional broadcasting systems that rely
on cable or satellite infrastructure, these platforms operate
entirely over broadband networks. Most FAST ecosystems
are funded through advertising, enabling viewers to watch
live television channels free of cost while advertisers gain
access to highly targeted connected TV audiences.

THE RISE OF CONNECTED TV IN INDIA

India has become one of the fastest-growing
connected TV markets globally. Falling smart television
prices, affordable broadband connectivity, and ultra-low
mobile data costs have accelerated the adoption of internet-
enabled television screens across the country.

Millions of
households now consume
content through smart TVs
instead of traditional set-top
boxes alone. The shift is not
limited to metropolitan cities.
Smaller towns and semi-urban
regions are increasingly |
participating  in  the
connected TV ecosystem
due to expanding fiber |
connectivity and cheaper
digital devices.

This transformation is fundamentally altering viewing
behaviour. Consumers no longer distinguish sharply
between “television” and “streaming.” Instead, they expect
a seamless experience where live TV channels, OTT
applications, catch-up content, and on-demand
programming coexist within one interface.

FAST platforms are capitalizing on this convergence
by recreating the traditional channel-surfing television
experience while using internet delivery systems. For many
viewers, this creates the best of both worlds — free
television access with digital flexibility.
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HOW FAST
PLATFORMS
OPERATE

HOW FAST PLATFORMS OPERATE

FAST services function as internet-delivered linear
television systems. They aggregate television channels and
distribute them through applications embedded within smart
TVs, operating systems, websites, or mobile ecosystems.

The ecosystem involves several interconnected
stakeholders.

Smart TV manufacturers increasingly integrate
proprietary FAST platforms directly into television sets.
These platforms are often pre-installed and become active
immediately after the device is connected to the internet.
Manufacturers now see content ecosystems as strategic
revenue opportunities rather than merely hardware add-ons.

Operating system providers also play a major role
by controlling application stores, user interfaces,
recommendation systems, and content discovery
mechanisms. In many ways, these operating systems have
become the new gatekeepers of television distribution.

Application providers aggregate channels and
content libraries while managing user engagement and
advertising integration. Broadcasters and content owners
supply live channels, archived programming, regional
content, and niche entertainment feeds specifically designed
for FAST audiences.

Advertising technology firms further strengthen the
ecosystem through audience analytics, targeted advertising,
and dynamic ad insertion systems that allow highly
personalized campaigns.

THE CABLE TV INDUSTRY’'S GROWING
CONCERNS

While FAST platforms represent innovation and
consumer convenience, they are also creating deep concerns
within India’s traditional cable television industry.
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Cable TV operators argue that FAST services are
increasingly functioning like conventional television
distribution platforms without being subjected to the same
regulatory and compliance obligations. Traditional cable
and DTH operators operate under strict licensing
frameworks that include downlinking permissions,
programme code compliance, advertising regulations,
monitoring obligations, taxation structures, and consumer
grievance systems.

FAST platforms, however, currently operate within a
relatively undefined regulatory structure.

This has triggered concerns regarding regulatory
parity and competitive fairness. Cable operators believe that
internet-based television distributors are benefiting from
regulatory arbitrage while competing for the same audiences,
advertising revenues, and television channels.

The concern becomes more significant when pay
television channels appear on free FAST ecosystems
without comparable economic structures. Traditional cable
operators invest heavily in network infrastructure, content
acquisition, subscriber management systems, and
regulatory compliance. In contrast, internet-delivered
television platforms can scale rapidly with significantly lower
operational burdens.
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As cord-cutting behaviour increases and younger
viewers migrate toward connected TV platforms, cable
operators fear long-term erosion of subscription revenues
and audience engagement.

WHY CONSUMERS ARE EMBRACING FAST
SERVICES

Despite industry
concerns, FAST
platforms are gaining
popularity because they

CONSUMERS A

align strongly with
evolving  consumer
preferences.

One major factor
is affordability. India remains one of the world’s most price-
sensitive entertainment markets. Consumers increasingly
seek free or low-cost alternatives to multiple subscription-
based streaming services.

FAST platforms satisfy this demand by offering free
access to live channels while maintaining a familiar
television-like viewing experience.

Another factor is convenience. Consumers can
instantly access channels without requiring installation
appointments, hardware upgrades, or conventional cable
connections. Smart TVs now allow users to switch
seamlessly between OTT apps, YouTube, gaming platforms,
and FAST channels through one interface.

Advertising-supported television is also re-emerging
as a viable model in the digital era. Rather than paying
monthly subscription fees, many viewers are willing to
tolerate advertisements in exchange for free content access.

THE NEW ADVERTISING GOLDMINE

One of the strongest drivers behind FAST growth is
connected TV advertising.

Traditional television advertising has historically
lacked detailed audience measurement and precise targeting
capabilities. FAST platforms, however, combine television-
scale engagement with digital advertising intelligence.

Advertisers can now target viewers based on
geography, viewing behaviour, language preferences,
device type, and demographic indicators. Dynamic ad
insertion technologies allow advertisements to be replaced
in real time for different audiences watching the same
channel.

This creates enormous opportunities for brands
seeking measurable and personalized video advertising
environments.
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As advertising budgets gradually shift from
traditional television toward digital video ecosystems,
FAST platforms are becoming highly attractive to marketers
looking for both scale and accountability.

REGULATORY CHALLENGES AND POLICY
QUESTIONS

The rapid rise of ALTD and FAST services has forced
policymakers to reconsider how television distribution
should be regulated in the digital age.

Several important questions remain unresolved:

¢ Who should be accountable for content violations
on FAST platforms?

¢ Should internet-delivered linear channels follow the
same programme and advertising codes as cable
television?

¢ Which entity bears responsibility — the TV
manufacturer, the app provider, the operating system
provider, or the content aggregator?

¢ How should consumer complaints be handled?

¢ What obligations should apply to foreign-operated

FAST services accessible in India?

Traditional broadcasters and cable operators argue
that a technology-neutral regulatory framework is essential.
According to this view, if a platform distributes linear
television channels to
mass audiences, similar
standards should
apply regardless of
whether delivery
occurs through
satellite, cable, or
broadband internet.

At the same
time, regulators must
ensure that innovation
is not stifled through
excessive compliance
burdens. FAST
platforms remain an
emerging digital ecosystem with strong growth potential
for India’s media economy.

THE FUTURE OF TELEVISION:
CONVERGENCE, NOT REPLACEMENT

The future of India’s television industry is unlikely
to be a complete replacement of cable TV by FAST
platforms. Instead, the industry is moving toward
convergence.

Cable operators themselves may evolve into
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broadband-first entertainment aggregators offering hybrid
television services that combine traditional channels with
OTT and FAST ecosystems. Many MSOs are already
investing in fiber broadband infrastructure and app-based
content delivery platforms.

Similarly, broadcasters are expected to launch dedicated
FAST channels using archival libraries, regional programming,
genre-based feeds, and curated entertainment formats.

The television screen of the future will likely
integrate:

¢  Linear channels

OTT streaming

FAST services

Interactive advertising

Al-driven recommendations

Personalized viewing interfaces

In this environment, cable television operators still
possess significant advantages through local market
relationships, customer service networks, and broadband
infrastructure ownership.

CONCLUSION

India’s television industry is undergoing a historic
transformation driven by connected TV growth, affordable
internet access, and changing audience behaviour. FAST
and ALTD platforms are redefining how television content
1s distributed, consumed, and monetized.

* & & oo

However, this evolution also presents major
challenges for traditional cable operators, broadcasters, and
regulators. The absence of regulatory parity between
conventional television distribution and internet-based
television ecosystems is emerging as one of the most
important policy debates in India’s media industry.

The next phase of growth will depend on how
successfully the industry balances innovation with
accountability, competition with fairness, and digital
expansion with sustainable broadcasting economics.

Rather than viewing FAST and cable TV as opposing
systems, the future may ultimately belong to integrated
hybrid ecosystems where broadband, broadcasting,
connected TV, and digital streaming coexist within one
unified entertainment environment.

The future of the industry will depend on its ability
to evolve from a distribution-centric model to a data-driven
service model. Subscriber analytics will be at the heart of
this transition, enabling operators to navigate uncertainty,
respond to consumer needs, and redefine their relevance in
an increasingly digital world.®
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