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When cable sets the table,
why not let it be a la carte?
-=t:w~~:e-=
OIQ.·~be told at the clleckout

Iii:~ that you can't.bave
I' ~items.unless you also buY

'i:=$An~a
Even ifyou like rhubarb,

cream of asparagus soup, hOt
sauce, parsley and cheese, you
would probably scream mur­
der. You would be a fool not to

i' protest.
However, cable-TV subscrib-

4'rs routinely pay for dozens of
; "'els they never watch in

11 ..... to get the relative handful
II"'t~Y.This is another ex-
il'l ampl! ofcable's "take it or
!' leave it" attitude toward cu&-
i tomers.

Times may be changing. In
an effort to drive rates down,
the Federal Communications
~ission is floating a trial
_oon that would mandate a
Ia'carte pW'Chasing ofcable net·
nrks.

You're alan of USA, Lifetime
..TNT, bu.t never watch

I .YO, VHl or sports? Fine,
" ..,now on all you have to
;_11 USA, Lifetime and TNT.
i'thts proposal is not as radio

I! .cal as it sOl,liDds. Owners of
I· backyard satellite dishes have--,_._------

long enjoyed a 18 carte purchas­
ing. Cable already has a ver­
sion of it with tiered levels of
basic service, as well as the op­
tions to choose from premium
channels, such as HBO, Show­
Ulne and the adult services.

III fIJlht: Nevertheless, a
1a carte caDle is a long shot be­
cause of the forces that will be
marshaled against it. Cable sys­
tem operators don't like it be­
cause they own many of the
least popular networks, which
otherwise wouldn't be on.
Niche networks - such as
Home & Garden TV, The Food
Network, The Nashville Net·
work. even MTV - that have
been piggybacking on the mass
popularity of the likes of CNN,
USA, TNT and ESPN will argue
that a la carte pricing would
put them out of business.

Interestingly.. the most popu­
lar channels also are likely to
oppose a 1a carte. CNN, ESPN
and USA reap a monthly fee
from virtually every ~ble

home in America. Under a la
carte, any household that opted
not to buy them - ESPN would
be especially vulnerable to
omission by nonsports fans ­
would represent lost revenue.

One argument against a la
c8rte is that losing a minority

ofviewers would entail higher
prices for the majority. This
would probably be true to' an
extent, but marketplace forces
would exert pressure on rates.
Most cable networks rely on
dual revenue streams: subscrib­
er fees and advertising. The
fewer homes penetrated, the
lower the ratings; the lower the
ratings, the less that can be
charged for·advertising. So
they'll have to make their
prices attractive to consumers
to keep the ad revenues
healthy.

Moreover, even if, say, ESPN
had to charge substantial sub­
scription fees to cover explod­
ing sports rights fees, the cus­
tomer could come out ahead. A
typical wired. home has access
to 30 to 50 channels. Surveys
have shown that only seven or
eight are watched regularly. If
cable customers paid only for
channels they frequent, month·
ly bills would almost inevitably
go down.

Join to,ether: What's
more, a la carte need not be the
death of boutique networks.
Groups of them could band to­
gether, like current cable tilers,
and make their price so atttac­
tive that subscribers would
bite. Maybe "South Park" i&'~

that you watch on Coltledy Q
tral and you only turn to the
music channels for specialsl
"Unplugged." These might R4
be sufficient lure to get you tl
subscribe individually. But jj
several special-interest servo
ices, such as Bravo, Court n
The Nashville Network and t
Sci-Fi Channel, were offeredj
one low price, they might be
able to draw a viable subscriJ
tion base.

A la carte might even repn
sent an opportunity for some
networks that previously ha,
had trouble fmding a place OJ
the crowded cable dial. Cable
operators would be inclined t
carry networks they could se
It would be pointless to clear
fringe channel they own but j
which there is no call over 8Jl
other for which there is conal
erable demand.

The lobbying against a la
~ by influential, deep-poe]
eted entities figures to be fere:
cious. This is all the more in~

cation that the big winners
would be consumers. It's wor:
a stamp to letthe FCC know
how you feel.

The FCC is at 1919 M St.
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20554,
.Tom Jicha writes for the Sun-Sentirn
in south Florida.


