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Thailand in View 2011 provides an in-depth review of the cable and satellite TV 
market, now connecting to more than 50% of homes in Thailand. 
An essential resource for anyone seeking concise and current analysis of the 
industry today and the outlook moving forward.
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Executive Summary

Expanding reach of cable and satellite TV in Thailand

Thailand’s cable and satellite TV sector experienced 
tremendous growth as viewing households more 
than tripled from 2.67 million in 2007 to 9.33 million 
in mid 2010, as measured by Nielsen. By the end 
of 2010, the number is estimated to have risen 
further to over 10 million households, for nearly 50% 
penetration.

Indeed, between 2007 and 2010, cable and satellite 
TV viewership grew on average 52 percent each year 
with rural areas showing the most rapid expansion 
with 85 percent average annual growth, followed 
by Greater Bangkok at 35 percent growth per year.
Urban areas in the provinces showed 34 percent 
annual growth. Penetration in urban provincial areas 
is highest (74.5 percent), Bangkok second highest 
(46 percent) and rural towns and villages third (43 
percent).

Indicator Greater 
Bangkok Urban Rural National

CAGR  
(‘07-’10) 35.2% 34.2% 85.4% 51.7%

Penetration  
(‘10) 46.1% 74.5% 42.9% 50.7%

                    
Source: AGB Nielsen Media Research and CASBAA estimates 
as of December 2010

Currently, the number of cable and satellite TV 
households is just about equal to the number of 
terrestrial TV households. Some industry analysts 
predict that within 3-5 years, Thailand could be 
100 percent antennae-free. They believe that 
the government’s plan to switch off analogue 
broadcasting in 2015 will drive remaining consumers 
to acquire FTA satellite dishes.  Whether or not this 
assessment is borne out, it seems that within a few 
years, satellite TV will become the main mode of 
delivery for free TV in Thailand.  

According to Nielsen, pay-TV subscriptions at the 
local level (excluding TrueVisions) registered a 
15 percent increase from 2 million in 2009 to an 
estimated 2.3 million in 2010, partly attributed to 
cable operators’ attentive marketing efforts and 
partly due to Cable Thai Holding’s growing presence.  

Growth of free-to-air satellite TV

From only a few channels in 2008, Thailand now has 
more than 100 FTA channels broadcast on satellite 
platforms, and the number keeps on growing.  
Leading operators and content providers plan to 
launch a total number of 40-50 new channels with 
a wide variety of programming content including 
edutainment, local documentaries, musical 
varieties, public relations channels (sponsored by 
government agencies), lifestyle, home & food, and 
other entertainment channels – with each channel 
targeting a specific audience segment.

The decision by premium player TrueVisions to 
join this arena further underscores the intensity of 
competition on this TV platform. (In comparison, 
there are only six FTA terrestrial TV stations.)  

The past four years recorded an explosion of satellite 
TV installations, with a compound annual growth of 
49 percent – rising from about 375,000 households 
in 2007 to 5.8 million households in 2010 reaching 
28% of all Thai TV households.  By the end of 2011, 
it is forecast that around 45-48% of households will 
have installed (FTA) satellite TV dishes at home. 
The penetration of satellite TV will even be higher if 
TrueVisions’ numbers are included. 

Pricing is the single most important driver for this 
phenomenal growth. Satellite TV is a much cheaper 
alternative to cable TV in the long run, with a bouquet 
of at least 40 to 80 FTA channels on offer.  The 
price of a set of satellite equipment (dish and set-
top-box) has sharply reduced to only US$67, and 
is expected to decrease further. For this amount, 
one can view provincial cable TV for six months 
only, while owning a set of satellite equipment 
assures one of unlimited access, 24/7 to numerous 
channels on offer. Of secondary importance is the 
fact that fiber optic cables do not yet reach far-flung 
and sparsely populated villages in the rural areas; 
therefore satellite TV or free terrestrial TV are their 
only options.  
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Old technology

However, the majority of local cable TV operators 
still use analogue technology that can only take 
60 channels.  Changing to digital equipment is 
costly and most business owners do not have the 
financial resources to shoulder the high investment. 
Outside investment is impeded by the uncertain 
licensing environment, and also by new limits on 
foreign investment which were included in the 2008 
Broadcasting Act.

Rising ad spend

The fast penetration growth of satellite TV followed 
by cable TV has created ripples in the advertising 
industry with many drawing up new strategies on 
how to best place ads in this new medium. Consumer 
product giants including Unilever, Procter & Gamble, 
Colgate-Palmolive and Pepsi have already started 
sponsoring a number of programs and channels on 
both cable and satellite TV platforms. Prominent 
local business groups such as PTT Exploration 
and Production, Kasikornbank, Red Bull and Thai 
Insurance have also earmarked advertising budgets 
for pay-TV.

With ad expenditures estimated by industry to be 
nearly one billion baht (more than US$30 million) in 
2010, cable TV has become a new growth platform 
for advertisers. FTA satellite TV channels have 
also attracted commercial sponsors and with rising 
numbers of satellite channels, advertising spend is 
estimated by industry to have reached  2.5 billion baht 
(more than US$80 million) in 2010, for combined ad 
billings close to 3.5 billion baht (more than US$110 
million). This represents only five percent of total 
ad spending on terrestrial TV, but media agencies 
predict that when cable and satellite TV penetration 
reaches a certain level, it will start competing for 
ad expenditures with free-to-air TV. With current 
penetration of 50% and expanding rapidly, cable 
and satellite TV will soon become the predominant 
means of delivering TV content – both ad supported 
and subscription paid – to Thai households. 

Regulation

The passage of the Frequency Allocation Law 
in late December 2010 was the most significant 
occasion of the year. Also dubbed as the National 
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission 
(NBTC) Law, its enforcement should lead to the 
long-awaited establishment of a single regulator 
for the broadcasting and telecom sectors.  Barring 
unforeseen events, the selecting of the 11 members 
of the Commission is expected to be completed by 
the end of 2011 and the NBTC will be up and running 
no later than mid 2012.  In the interim, the National 
Telecommunications Commission (NTC) will perform 
regulatory tasks mandated by the Broadcasting Act 
2008, but will not tread on more sensitive issues 
such as 3G licensing. 

Impediments remain

Despite the liberalization efforts, Thailand is still 
dogged by institutional regulatory issues. The NTC 
can only provide temporary pay-TV licenses for one 
year, with the decision to extend the license period 
up to 7 or 15 years now resting on NBTC. This has 
caused great concern among local cable operators; 
a one-year license is ‘just too short,’ because for 
pay-TV there is a need to develop investments over 
a three to five-year period.  

Piracy continues to be a major drawback

Cable piracy and broadcast signal theft remain a 
major problem, even in Bangkok, and especially 
among the hundreds of provincial pay-TV operators. 
CASBAA estimates losses to the industry in the 
range of US$241 million due to signal theft in 2010 
(the second highest losses in Asia, only surpassed 
by India). Whilst the main source of losses was 
illegal distribution of signals, there also remain some 
losses due to illegal individual connections.  Out of 
3.3 million total connections in the country in 2010 
, The local cable industry estimates that for every 
3 legal connections, there was one illegal hook-up.  
In addition, high-value content bouquets are also 
stolen through use of “Dreambox” type products that 
share encryption and access codes over the internet 
from servers in China and elsewhere. 
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Platforms

TrueVisions

Leading pay-TV operator TrueVisions has launched 
new commercial strategies to secure its place in the 
rapidly-evolving competitive environment.  At the 
high end of the market, TrueVisions was the first 
to broadcast high-definition television (HDTV) in 
Thailand with the live broadcast of the FIFA World 
Cup 2010.  TrueVisions now operates three HDTV 
channels (HBO HD, True Sport HD and Reality HD), 
aimed at differentiating its services from the other 
broadcasters and adding value to existing services.

In addition, new Free View content was launched in 
Q3 2010.  Some content (including national news 
channel TNN, for example) that was previously 
available only to subscription customers, is now 
available for free.   That move is in response to two 
developments. First, new broadcasting regulations 
allow cable TV operators to run commercials on 
their channels; thus the launch of the service was 
deemed to be an additional source of income for the 
company.  Second, TrueVisions would like to ride on 
the popularity of FTA satellite channels to compete 
with players by providing high quality content to a 
greater number of low-income consumers.  The 
firm is actively promoting “upselling” of pay-TV 
subscriptions but meanwhile hopes to compete in 
the free-TV space as well. 

TrueVisions’ numbers, as reported by parent 
company True Corp showed a slight increase 
between June 2009 (1.6 million) and June 2010 (1.7 
million).  It is estimated that subscribers for the rest 
of 2010 could reach 1.8 million by end of December.  
The increase is believed to come mainly from 
subscriptions to its Free View packages followed by 
effective upselling. 

Aside from premium sports packages, the company 
also offered free broadcast of 17 matches of English 
Premier Leagues (but not the big four teams) to 
Free View subscribers.  Consumers wanting more 
football must subscribe to higher-tier offerings. In 
2009, some 400,000 subscribed to Platinum and 
Gold Packages. 

Cable Thai Holdings

In October 2009, the pay-TV industry welcomed 
the entry of Cable Thai Holding PLC (CTH) which 
was formed by a consortium of provincial operators. 
CTH is a content aggregator of high quality foreign 
and local copyrighted channels intended for 
CATV broadcasting. Its bouquet of 16 channels is 
distributed by encrypted satellite uplink/downlink 
to head ends of member operators who then re-
distribute the signal to subscribers by cable feed.  
At present, CTH channels reach some 2.1 million 
households or approximately 7 million viewers in all 
regions of the country.
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