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unique to our country but are
common in almost all coun-
tries with a thriving media
business, Even Rupert Mur-
doch had to change his citi-
zenship to become an Ameri-
can citizen to acquire a stake
in-US  media firms. In India,
Murdoch has had to take the
partnership ~route to - get
around Indian‘policy. That, or
similar approaches, have been
used by media brands such as
BBC, Forbes and others to en-
ter the country (Editor’s note: Mint has an exclusive con-
tent alliance with The Wall Street Journal, whose brand it is
! alowed to use on'its masthead Wall Street Journal is part
of Dow Jones & Co., which is owned by Murdoch’s News
Corp.) Most foreign media firms-are awaiting policy chang-

es to make their presence more strongly felt.
Over time, India has changed its policy. In 2002, it re-
laxed its stringent laws to allow 100% FDI in non-news me-
dia but imposed a 26% cap on such investment in news ven-
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WIDER DEBATE REQUIRED
FOR RETHINK ON MEDIA FDI

In a democracy, media ownership matters, especially at a
time when it is increasingly being used to influence opin-
ion or mislead people. Earlier, in this column, I have writ-
ten about how political parties own some media vehicles,
and misuse them. An important issue that is related to this
‘is foreign ownership and investment in media.

India’s expanding economy presents a lucrative business

opportunity for media firms. Therefore, the policy govern-

- ing foreign ownership restrictions of electronic and print
media still remains one that is watched closely by investors
and others.

Those in support of foreign ownership of media, speak of
open econories, more investments and induction of global
best practices/technologies. This could be true of several
manufacturing and services sectors but in the case of me-
dia, Indian media houses have demonstrated that they have
professional capabilities and there is no technology that
cannot be bought or sourced.

The media business has always been viewed as some-
thing that can influence opinion and behaviour and the In-
dian approach has hitherto been to bar and, in cases where
it is allowed, tightly regulate, foreign investment in media.
This approach is primarily driven by security and national-
istic considerations but it also helps protect and promote
local firms. These considerations have restricted foreign
direct investment, or FDI, in the media sector both at the

content creation level and at the caruage/platform level.
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tures. -Since ‘then, foreign ownership limits have slowly
been relaxed to the existing levels across various media.
(The current limits for foreign investment in different seg-
ments of the media sector are given in the accompanying
table.)

Recently,. the currem information and broadcasting min-
ister has been talking of changing foreign investment
guidelines further. Last year, the Telecom Regulatory Au-
thority of India. (Trai) had -also reviewed these limits and
recommended further relaxation—for example increasing
FDI in DTH (direct-to-home) services to 74% to keep parity
with FDI in the telecom sector. It had also recommended
that FDI in news channels be raised to 49%.

Further, the department of industrial policy'and promo-
tion has recently issued Press notes # 2, 3 & 4 of the 2009 se-
ries that actually circumvent current -foreign ownership
limits and allow various foreign broadcasters to increase
their stake in their Indian ventures to 74%.

The compulsion, or the national necessity, for such ex-
pansion of foreign ownership has not .been articulated.
This rethink of foreign ownership regulation is quite illus-
trative of policy making in India. It shows how policies
have been modified to suit certain interests while also
opening wide gaps for others to take undue advantage of
what has proved to be a weak monitoring and implementa-
tion systems.

Clearly, the original considerations—security and nation-
alistic ones—are no less relevant today than they were
sometime back. I believe critical decisions of vital import
for the sector have to be made after adequate debate and
discussions between all stakeholders, including the audi-
ence, civil society, media professionals, and academia
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