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India’s Satellite Crisis:  Capacity Barriers & “Spectrum Grab”
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Global VSAT Forum
In 2004 the Telecommunications Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) produced a report entitled “Broadband India: Recommendations on Accelerating Growth of Internet and Broadband Penetration” which very clearly affirmed that real growth in Internet and broadband services only occurs when a clear choice between multiple data access platforms is available to consumer and business users.  In acknowledging this, the report went on to make a number of specific recommendations to the Indian Government, including that:
“An Open Sky policy should be adopted for VSAT operators, similar to what is available to ISPs… VSAT service providers should be allowed to work directly with any international satellite.”

Three years on, the international satellite communications community is still eagerly awaiting the implementation of this recommendation.  Re-focusing the attention of the Indian Government on the TRAI recommendations, together with coordinating a renewal of satellite industry efforts directed at ensuring that the relevant branches of the national administration are fully aware of the barriers to broadband communications penetration that has arisen from the absence of Open Skies policy implementation, is therefore of vital importance.

To further advance industry and government deliberation on this position, the GVF – together with the Cable & Satellite Broadcasting Association of Asia (CASBAA) and the VSAT Services Association of India (VSAI), the GVF’s Correspondent Member in India – recently convened a joint meeting of relevant government and industry stakeholders in New Delhi, India.
Additionally, in a more recent communications industry development in India – as well as elsewhere in the world – the question of the re-allocation of C-band spectrum, which is currently used by the satellite service sector, to the terrestrial Broadband Wireless Access (e.g. WiMax) sector, has now coalesced with the Open Skies policy issue to create a situation that may be best described as an imminent and major satellite capacity “crunch” for the Indian communications market.
Many other countries and territories located in the Asia, Indian Ocean/Pacific Ocean region and which have a domestic satellite industry – e.g. Australia, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, Taiwan – have adopted Open Skies policies, outnumbering the more restrictive jurisdictions – e.g. China, India, Korea, Thailand – by almost two to one.  As a result the former have been able to reap significant economic benefits, with enhanced communications capabilities – i.e., VSAT networks deployment – leading to increased investment, more jobs, and growth in profits (and levels of corporate taxation!)
Currently, India’s VSAT environment features eight operators and a roll-out of some 62,000 terminals.  Through partial regulatory reform these operators have been able to deploy networks to support some tele-medical, distance learning and e-government application solutions, but the per capita penetration represented by even this number of VSATs places India at regional league bottom.
As pointed-up in the March 19th meeting in New Delhi, with an annual GDP rate of growth of 9 per cent, India is frequently lauded as one of the Asian region’s leading economic miracles, but in the absence of growing capacity in the satellite communications sector, the economy – sooner or later – is bound to lose its momentum.  This can be prevented only through the joint – or connected – strategies of (a) the implementation of Open Skies policies for satellite communications and (b) the preservation of C-band frequencies for satellite services.
These strategies need to be effected together because of the particular nature of the Indian satellite marketplace, where the aforementioned satellite capacity “crunch” will potentially deteriorate into a satellite capacity “crisis”.  With this near-future prospect facing not only the satellite communications sector, but also the satellite broadcasting/DTH services sector, the meeting further renewed calls for the Government of India to optimize the regulation of satellite services to provide greater choice for users while taking “a long-term and considered approach to allocating existing satellite services’ bandwidth to terrestrial wireless services such as WiMax.”
Potential new entrants to India’s VSAT market face many unnecessary delays in their licensing applications, which include scaling a series of multi-agency bureaucratic hurdles and, in many cases, additional official reference to national security concerns that are cited as a prime reason for the failure to implement the Open Skies recommendation from TRAI.  This particular official objection is readily addressed with the counter argument that all satellite earth station up-linking can, and would, be done from within India’s national borders with appropriate controls in place.
Insat, India’s national satellite fleet, currently has 35 transponders in the lower extended C-band frequency range – the 3.4 GHz to 3.7 GHz range that has been subject to the WiMax “spectrum grab”.  This figure represents 28 per cent of Insat’s in-orbit C-band payload, and if the operator’s customers are finally required to vacate this capacity there will be a complete and immediate C-band capacity crisis that the other satellite spectrum capacity over India (in the Ku-band) will not be able to replace.  In addition, and taking a slightly different view of the future that does not feature this “spectrum grab” problem, India’s demand for C-band transponder capacity – currently growing at 6 – 7 per cent a year – will in any event outstrip available supply by 2012.
The ability of the Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) to carry on with its current operating model will be severely hampered in this situation, and it is, therefore, unsurprising to find that the organization is in the throes of contesting the decision of the Indian Ministry of Communications to permit terrestrial Broadband Wireless Access (BWA) services to operate at the lower extended C-band frequencies.  ISRO is to be applauded in its efforts, which are an essential domestic component of the wider international effort aimed at protecting not only the lower extended C-band, but also the entire range of the C-band frequencies which will be affected by the deployment of not only WiMax, but also of the forthcoming IMT 2000 mobile standard.
For VSAT-based communications it is Ku-band satellite capacity that is often the preferred option because of the smaller, and cheaper, ground station equipment it necessitates.  However, even this option is not readily available in the Indian context where Ku-band demand already exceeds supply by nearly 40 transponders.
Thus, at the March 19th meeting, which was attended by representatives of TRAI and the Planning Commission – which reports directly to the Indian Government Cabinet – the urgent need for expansion of Indian access on a long-term basis to competitively priced international satellite communications services was repeatedly emphasized.  In comments made at the meeting – and widely reported in the Indian media the day following the meeting – Mr. D.P. Vaidya, President of the VSAI, said “Today, India remains woefully under-provisioned in many areas of satellite capacity and yet we have the potential to revolutionize the public’s access to new and exciting interactive media and telecommunications.”
The emphasis on long-term arises from the current situation wherein ISRO’s policy is to fill in capacity gaps through the unsustainable mechanism of short-term renting of transponder capacity on non-domestic satellites with footprints that cover the sub-Continent.
In the Executive Summary of his report – “India Satellite Services & Regulatory Overview – 2007 Update” – Andrew Jordan of Loft Communications states that:

“It is extremely unlikely that the presently available non-domestic Ku-band capacity would remain available for the next five years.  Indeed, there are strong indications that non-domestic operators no longer intend to provide Ku-band coverage of India due to the lack of an Open Skies policy.  They are not prepared to make long-term commitment to the India market, requiring hundreds of millions of dollars in investment, on the basis of short-term contracts that turn them into residual suppliers.  Increasingly, more reliable markets are available elsewhere in the region.”
Conclusion
Quite naturally, India has sought spectrum resources for BWA to support the continued, and enhanced, deployment of broadband-based services for the benefit of its economy and society.  The GVF – in representing the capabilities of the international satellite industry – firmly believes that the adoption of an Open Skies policy will be prime facilitator of this broadband deployment, provided that the invaluable additional contribution to this objective to be made by BWA is achieved through the use of spectrum resources that are not now used by the very technology – satellite – that has already made a major contribution to India’s communications revolution, and which could yet bring to bear existing satellite capacity to continue facilitating India’s broadband roll-out whilst alternative frequencies for BWA are being assessed.
----------------------

Author’s note: I am indebted to Andrew Jordan of Loft Communications for the use of his report “India Satellite Services & Regulatory Overview – 2007 Update” in the preparation of this Market Intelligence column.
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