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One cannot help but notice recently that commercial satellite operators have been making an ever bigger deal about the number of video channels carried on their fleets. In January and February alone, Eutelsat issued a press release claiming the number of channels carried on its HOTBIRD neighborhood exceeded 1,000, while SES Astra countered that it had a “significant increase” in carriage of HD channels on its Astra fleet, plus added a few days later that over 2,000 channels are on its Astra and Sirius satellites. It sometimes appears that most press releases from satellite operators announce the carriage of yet another video channel or service. And it is well they should, as NSR estimates between 60% and 80% of the business for satellite operators in different regions around the world is for carriage of video programming for cable headends, analog and digital terrestrial television broadcasting, direct-to-home (DTH) services of all flavors, free-to-air broadcasting, and contribution/occasional use services. 

This begs the question of just who carries the most channels on a global basis. Using end of year 2006 video channel data that is annually collected for NSR’s Global Assessment of Satellite Demand study, NSR has been able to answer just this question for the world’s top five satellite operators by revenues: Intelsat, SES Global (Astra/Americom/New Skies), Eutelsat, Loral Skynet/Telesat, and JSAT. NSR culled from its extensive database of video channels carried on all commercial satellites information on the number of standard definition (SD), high definition (HD), and analog channels carried on fully-owned satellites for each of these five commercial satellite operators and compared this data to all of the rest of the commercial satellite operators as a group. The information is for video channels broadcast on commercial C- and Ku-band capacity and excludes video channels carried on the dedicated DIRECTV and EchoStar fleets (though includes channels for EchoStar when they are broadcast on leased commercial capacity). The results are, needless to say, quite interesting.

By far, the most frequently carried video channels on commercial satellites in the world, 14,399 by NSR’s count, are SD channels. As of the end of 2006, Intelsat could claim the largest share of SD channels broadcast on its commercial fleet with NSR allocating 3,301 SD channels to the operator, or 22.9% of the global total. Intelsat’s lead in this category of video channel carriage should come as no surprise given the size of its fleet and the strong video heritage that came with its acquisition of PanAmSat. 

Eutelsat comes in second with 2,460 SD channels (17.1%) followed by SES Astra/Americom/New Skies with 2,236 SD channels (15.5%). Loral Skynet / Telesat and JSAT take the fourth and fifth place positions with 1,040 (7.2%) and 364 (2.5%) SD channels, respectively.
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Of late, the commercial satellite industry has been fixated on the emergence of HD TV. And this segment is no doubt of great importance as HD channels help cement the value of key video neighborhoods for each satellite operator and certainly aid on the capacity leasing side of the equation. Yet, NSR’s data also puts HD channels in perspective compared to the overall SD market when one realizes that there were only 192 HD channels relayed globally as of the end of 2006 on commercial satellites (excluding HD channels on the dedicated satellites of the DIRECTV and EchoStar fleets as noted above).

On the HD front, it is actually Loral Skynet/Telesat in the lead position with 69 HD channels, or 35.9% of the market total. This satellite operator’s first place ranking is directly linked to its carriage of HD content for Canadian DTH service providers Star Choice and Bell ExpressVu with a good number of the HD channels actually being local Canadian channels broadcast to the DTH subscribers in HD format (mainly the primetime lineups). 
SES Astra/Americom/New Skies is second with 42 HD channels (21.9%) as of the end of 2006. The large majority of these HD channels are from major broadcasters (e.g. National Geographic, ProSieben, Discovery, TF1), though a few are promotional content. Intelsat comes in third with 24 HD channels (12.5%) primarily for its U.S. cable headend neighborhoods, and Eutelsat had another 20 HD channels (10.4%) mainly on its HOTBIRD fleet. JSAT trailed the rest with only 1 HD channel carried on its fleet as of the end of 2006.
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Lest one forget, there remains a considerable market for carriage of analog video channels with the majority of these channels concentrated in the U.S., Europe, and Brazil. SES Astra/Americom/New Skies carried about twice as many analog channels, or 61 (36.5%), as any other satellite operator in the world as of the end of 2006. Many of these analog channels were either for the German or U.S. markets served by Astra and Americom, respectively. Intelsat also broadcast a considerable number of analog channels, 30 as of the end of 2006 or 18.0% of the global total, primarily for U.S. cable headends and distribution for the major American networks. Eutelsat only carried 11 analog channels (6.6%) for the end of 2006, Loral Skynet/Telesat had 3 analog channels (1.8%), and JSAT had none.
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Putting all SD, HD and analog video content together, NSR found that Intelsat carried the largest percentage of the world’s video content at 22.7%, followed by Eutelsat with 16.9%. SES Astra/Americom/New Skies took 15.8%, and if one includes SES Sirius, then the share climbs to 17.4%. Loral Skynet/Telesat took 7.5% of all channels, and JSAT rounded out the top five with a 2.5% share.

While often passed over as the satellite industry jumps on the latest “hot” application such as cellular backhaul, managed networking services or disaster response, the simple fact is that when it comes to pure capacity leasing (and pure profits), video services form the bedrock market of the commercial satellite industry. A segment in which it can be confidently said satellite is simply the best technology when it comes to delivery of video channels to millions of TV households, growth in carriage of video content is vital for satellite operator success; therefore, tracking who is carrying what is a fair measure of an operator’s standing in the overall marketplace. True, video is not the only commercial satellite market and many satellite operators profit handsomely in, for example, providing networking services or selling into segments like the government market. Nonetheless, it is probably also true that without the foundation of demand provided by video, many of these other markets segments would simply not exist because the capital investment in satellites to address these other markets alone could not be justified for the returns they generate in and of themselves. In many ways, video makes it all possible.
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