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August 14, 2000 - Strategy Magazine
Special Report

Multicultural Marketing
Ethnic digital channels a tough sell
Most will end up subsisting on subscriber revenues, predict media buyers






by Craig Saunders
page 23

Is Canada ready for a Gujarati channel?

This month, the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) begins the process of considering more than 450 applications for new digital pay and specialty services. Included among these are nearly 50 bids for multicultural stations - from an Arabic service to an Asian food channel.




With the CRTC expected to grant anywhere from 30 to 200 new licences, it seems reasonable to assume that at least a few of the proposed ethnic services will receive the go-ahead. But it remains to be seen whether any of them will prove capable of attracting significant amounts of advertising.

Getting an ethnic channel on the air is one thing, says Justin Poy, president of Toronto-based Justin Poy Media. Convincing advertisers that it's a good buy is quite another.

An ethnic community needs to have a certain critical population mass before most clients will consider committing even a small portion of their budgets, he explains.

As things stand today, Poy says, he's more likely to buy a broad-based multicultural station such as Toronto's CFMT - which reaches multiple groups - than more targeted properties like the Chinese-language service Fairchild Television. 

Most of the new channels that earn licences will end up subsisting largely on subscriber revenues, Poy predicts - any advertising will be gravy. Those stations with the best odds of survival, he adds, will be the ones relying on inexpensive programming imported from abroad.

Doug Newell, senior vice-president, buying operations with Toronto-based Harrison, Young, Pesonen & Newell, agrees with Poy's assessment.

Canada has a very large multicultural market, Newell says, but most individual ethnic communities are relatively small. "I do think there will be advertisers that want to target specific vertical ethnic groups - but that won't be enough to make these [channels] successful. What will make them successful will be subscriber revenue."

If new ethnic stations enter the marketplace, there is always the possibility that they may steal viewers - and advertisers - away from established multicultural services such as CFMT.
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