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Dubai Media City, responsible for the local TV boom
---------------------------------------
High-Jinks over the Middle East

By Chris Forrester

A couple of issues ago we looked at the Middle East, looking at the many challenges that face the region, not least the very real commercial battle being fought in the air between pay-TV broadcasters and free-to-air channels. We talked about NileSat carrying more than 370 channels, and rival Arabsat being almost as busy.

Indeed, this piece very much focuses on Arabsat, and a new entrant into the region that’s managed to seriously upset both the local established players. Our interviews were made during March at the all-important Dubai Cable & Satellite Show, where a year ago the faces on the Arabsat stand were far from smiling.  

The trouble then was that Arabsat had just a few hours before lost their beloved – and much needed - ArabSat 4A satellite (on March 1, 2006) and some members of the team found it hard to believe what had actually happened. So much effort, so much planning, so much disappointment, all – seemingly - for nothing.

This year’s faces were all smiling. Badr 4, an EADS-Astrium craft, was launched flawlessly last November by ILS on a Proton-Breeze M rocket, and is working well, in a market hungry for its capacity.  Part of the reason for that very hunger was the failure of NSS-8 earlier this year. A senior Arabsat source told us that never would they welcome anybody suffering a satellite loss. “For some years now some operators have dumped capacity in this region at very low prices. However, prices are now definitely changing their orientation. They are rising, and losing NSS-8 has pushed prices higher. It is a fact of life. Nobody wants to lose a satellite, believe me we know this. But despite the obvious loss the end result will be increased premiums, pressure on the launch sector and so on. It is never a good thing, but the end result is that prices are skyrocketing on C-Band over Africa. Africa is a hot territory now, especially in C-Band and next year’s Badr-6 will have improved C-Band coverage over Africa, and to cover as far East as Pakistan as well as covering about 80% of the African continent.”

Part of Arabsat’s further buoyancy is the knowledge Arabsat 4A is being replaced on a fast-track build programme (and will be dubbed Badr-6), and to all intents and purposes it is Arabsat 4A-R, with a few minor tweaks to reflect market changes. “Demand is as strong as ever, and while the news as such is that broadcast remains strong, anything related to pure telecoms is simply booming,” said our source.

[sidebar this]

“The Arabsat road map is clear. Four new satellites are on the way, one next year. Three are under final RFP now. These satellites will help us expand South and East, from 30.5 deg East, 26 degrees and 20 degrees East.”

[close sidebar]

But then, almost like vehicles rolling off a production line, will start appearing Arabsat’s next-generation craft. “Our fifth-generation craft, now under final design prior to ordering, will see at least one and possibly two of the three satellite equipped with comprehensive African coverage in C-Band, and with high-power. The demand is there, and it is growing. There is a major concern for us over WiMax interference terrestrially, and we know the ITU and others are working on this.”

“The Arabsat road map is thus clear,” he added. “Four new satellites are on the way, one next year. Three are under final RFP. These satellites will help us expand South and East, from 30.5 deg East, 26 degrees and 20 degrees East. Essentially the expansion will be on C-Band and with some Ku. By doing this we are counting on our own efforts, concentrating on our own resources, but you can assume a few announcements with other regional entities in teaming up with us. A number of regional people realise that operating a single satellite isn’t sensible, or a long-term option. We have those skills, and perhaps it is smarter for these other operators to team up with us because we do not pose a threat. Perhaps we can reach a deal between private operators.”

We were told that Arabsat is working in ever-increasing concentric circles. “The first circle is our own immediate region, and getting the best out of our existing assets, optimising that which we have by means of frequencies and positions. The next concentric circle, perhaps over the next 5 years, where we might expand in the same direction, and certainly towards the East where we have a natural demand from the Muslim world. This does not mean we would want to go after our own slots and put our satellites in place. Better, we think, to team up with people who do have those assets. But at the moment we are concentrating on the first circle. We have numerous other filings, but as you know the ITU roles are complex, not only as to where you stand in a filing queue but how the power levels, beam targets and so forth are used.”

Part of the local expansion opportunity comes from high-definition, and Arabsat’s first signing a luxury goods shopping channel Luxe.TV on air since March, and looking sparkling in HD. “Our strategy is simple and pragmatic. Most of our customers recognise that HDTV is going to be the next big thing, and they are preparing for it. Most of them, certainly in the free-to-air transmission space, cannot see where their return on investment will initially come from. We at Arabsat see our role as stimulating demand wherever possible. There is no incentive to go high-def if there’s no audience, and screen and set-top box manufacturers rightly say there’s no programming so why should we bother supporting the concept? We are trapped in between, and are prepared to play our part, because someone has to start.”

Arabsat last November proposed to its fellow Arab States Broadcasting Union (ASBU) members, and a few other interested parties, to create a local equivalent to Europe’s pioneering Euro1080 high-def channel, and start a promotional channel, called ArabHD. “This brings together these players under ASBU’s chairmanship, and we will supply a couple of transponders free of charge for these demonstrations and to seed the market. This will put HD programming on the satellite to show off the technology. This is now under discussion, and the first channel starts today (Luxe-TV), and others will follow.”

Arabsat is also working with the rest of the ASBU group, and TV set and box-makers to put HDTV receivers and equipment into the market at sensible prices, “and encouraging the other major broadcasting groups, perhaps the likes of Rotana, or MBC, or Al Jazeera, to put HD material onto the satellite. The pay-TV broadcasters obviously have their own HD agendas, but we also have to supply the free-to-air market. Pay-TV will not drive this market, but if we can get these channels up, and then the retail chains start demonstrations in the corner of their showrooms then I would not be surprised for a rapid take-up which will encourage the major broadcasters, and suddenly it becomes a virtuous circle. This is our strategy, and ASBU is supporting our initiative. It is a medium-term objective, but with Badr-6 on station in 2008 we’ll have enough capacity to support high-def.”

Arabsat wants to position itself from last year’s near-famine of capacity to next year’s adequacy, and from 2009 on a surplus of regional capacity allowing it to tap into new markets. “Our focus for the time being is to generate in-orbit back-up. We have suffered in the past from the lack of back-up, and this is our absolute priority, to have ‘hot’ in-orbit redundancy. Our goal then is to become the HDTV hot spot for the region, and to offer full back-up across the fleet.”

[Box or panel this]

“Bitter” satellite squabble looming

For the past year or so Arabsat had rented a Eutelsat satellite (Eurobird 2) as a gap-filler while its new fleet is delivered to 26 deg East. The rental contract came to an end at the beginning of March, but the Eutelsat craft remains more or less on station, and for the past 12 months Eutelsat has been marketing capacity from this satellite, much to Arabsat’s chagrin. 

This fresh capacity is being sold by a “virtual” satellite operator, Noorsat (backed in part by the Saudi Arabia-based Mawared Group, which also owns the Orbit pay-TV bouquet).  Noorsat has been cheekily telling anyone who would listen that they’re operating from 25.8 deg E. A well-informed source says that since March 5 Eutelsat has contractually not been allowed to operate from 25.8 deg East, “and they have been told to move”. We understand that lawyers are now on the case. “They have publicly advertised that they’re operating at 25.8 degrees and this simply isn’t the case,” said one source from Dubai.

Paris-based Eutelsat say they have a right to occupy 25.5 deg, which Arabsat strongly denies: “Eutelsat’s argument is that they have a right to occupy 25.5 deg on a non-interference basis. We absolutely deny that because the only Eutelsat filing they have for 25.5, which is now a very old filing, is for a totally different generation of satellites and it was with a beam that looked over Central and Eastern Europe, and not even touching our [Middle East] area. They have been told that we have no objection to their being at 25.5 deg East, provided they tilt the craft or adjust the beams to where they should be. This is now the battleground, and I think it will end bitterly, because they are very stubborn but so are we and this is our everyday business that they are taking.”

Eutelsat responded by stating they are fully compliant in regard to 25.5 deg East, and that they have complete priority over their footprint. “In terms of frequency coordination the situation is very simple. EuroBird 2 is positioned at 25.5 deg East, and we wholly comply with the ITU’s regulatory environment. We have priority in Europe and in all the other regions currently served by the satellite, and this includes Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. We carried out these same duties at Arabsat’s request at 25.8 deg. We were compliant then, and we are completely compliant now. The footprint is no secret.”

[close panel]

Noorsat: New kid on the block

Noorsat, with offices in Bahrain and Amman, started transmissions exactly one year ago, as a ‘virtual’ satellite operator. It uses leased capacity from Eutelsat, and currently operates three satellites near either Arabsat’s ‘hot’ position or Nilesat’s similarly ‘hot’ spot, serving the Middle East. 

The former deputy director general of Arabsat, Omar Shoter, runs Noorsat. “As an operation we started on March 5 2006, we are just one year old. Eighteen months ago I predicted total revenues would be in the region of $20m within a year of start-up. At that time we had just 5 transponders, all of which had been pre-sold. In July last year we added another 4 transponders and on March 5th we added the final 4 transponders under this contract. The EuroBird 2 satellite, which we fly as Noorsat 1 is now all ours, with 13 transponders. We predicted $20m in revenues and we are beyond that.”

Shoter says of the first batch of 9 transponders that Noorsat 1 was able to market, 8 are sold. “The new capacity, which only came to us on March 5, some 60% of it is pre-sold. We have added to our virtual fleet with another two satellites, one is shared with NileSat at 7 deg West where demand is extremely high. In reality we can barely keep up with demand, and we have to increase our ground facilities. But we have created a new platform for Europe, targeting Arab audiences in Europe with Noorsat 3. It’s carrying Arabic programming. It is a fact that that some of the important hot spots over Europe don’t necessarily want Arabic programming, so we have brought together a nice variety of family-orientated programming that’s safe to watch. This is already successful and is working well, and to a much wider audience than we initially anticipated, even reaching Iran in the East. Even though it is 1 deg away from Nilesat it is to all intents co-located and many people in some locations can receive both satellites with the same dish.”

[box/table this]

Noorsat’s virtual fleet

Noorsat 1 (Eurobird 2) at 25.6 deg East (co-located with ArabSat)
10.95-11.20










11.55-11.70

Noorsat 2 (Atlantic Bird 4) at 7 deg West (co-located with NileSat)
10.70-10.95

Noorsat 3 (Atlantic Bird 2) at 8 deg West




10.95-11.70










12.50-12.75

[close box]

Noorsat 3, between encrypted and free-to-air channels, carries about 60 channels, and this will rise to about 70 by April, the backbone of which is Orbit’s pay-TV platform for its European audience. Orbit’s main bouquet operates from Noorsat 1. 

Shoter: “HD has been publicly announced by Orbit, and we will be the first satellite operator to carry a pay-TV platform in HD over the Middle East. And offering real HD material and not just a demonstration,” added Shoter, referring to last week’s announcement that ArabSat is already carrying Luxe.TV in high-def. “We have ample capacity for Orbit. They will start with one, and quickly grow.” 

Noorsat is also looking ahead confidently: “By our second birthday, one year from today, I hope we will have filled all of our contracted capacity and serving Arab media. We especially want to cater for the smaller broadcaster, who perhaps do not have the high budgets needed for mainstream activity. This year will also see us move into other services, including satellite-based Internet services.”

Shoter says his virtual satellite operation is not so strange. “Think of the many, many satellite operators over the years who have leased capacity at one time or another. This model allowed us to cut costs, acquiring a virtual fleet without all the risks of launch. The model is working, and providing low-cost capacity for our customers. Why would we want to change this model?”

“We would like to be recognised as the region’s third satellite operator. We are not initiating any price wars, and have a good relationship with satellite service providers. We are dealing with these third parties as well as directly with public and private satellite broadcasters. We hope in the future that people will look at us as a one-stop shop for them, including SD, HD and internet by satellite.”

Insert Chris photo and bio here (pickup from March 07 issue)

