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Micro-policy: a case study
Exotic Suriname holds some policy lessons for other micro-markets

With the establishment of the Surinaamse Tele- 
visie Stichting (STVS) in 1965, the first step was 
made to introduce television in Suriname. The 
second television station came twenty-two years 
later, in 1987, when AlgemeneTelevisie Verzorging 
(ATV) started its operation as a subsidiary of the 
Telecommunications Corporation Suriname, 
Telesur. Both were state-owned but commercially 
run stations.

Then, between September 1996 and August 
2005, the government issued 30 additional 
licenses for commercial terrestrial television. 
Together with the two incumbent stations there 
are currently sixteen television businesses oper 
ating in Suriname; and sixteen other license 
holders are still in the process of establishing their 
businesses.

The increase in the number of media players 
on the small Surinamese market, the dual role 
played by the government in the media sector 
and, thirdly, the lack of proper, transparent legis 
lation in Suriname hold some notable lessons for 
other micro-markets making the transition to 
economic and trade liberalisation.

Comparing Competition
For a better understanding of the changing 

market environment in Suriname, a comparison 
was done with developing countries from Africa, 
Asia, Caribbean, Pacific, South America and 
Eastern Europe. Similarities and or correlations 
were sought with regard to the number of broad 
casting companies in these countries (Table 1).

Looking at the relationship between the 
number of broadcasting companies and the coun 
tries geographic size, a moderately close correla 
tion can be seen. The anomalous situation in Suri 
name is similar to that of its neighbour Guyana 
in that despite their small populations of under a 
million, they each have 16 television stations - the 
highest number of all the countries surveyed.

On the other hand, Nepal which has a similar 
geographic size but a population five times that 
of Suriname, has only 4 commercial television 
channels.

Suriname has been a member of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) since 1995. The WTO 
deals with global rules of trade between nations
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and aims to make trade as free as possible. Suri- 
name has, on the basis of the signed agreements, 
committed itself to strive and work towards a 
liberalized economy and respect international 
regulations. Important regulations in the scope 
of this research are those concerning intellectual 
property rights, namely, copyright issues.

What will happen when the government co~ 
with international IP rights legislation?.

To operate a commercial television business on 
a daily basis having sufficient broadcast content is 
crucial. Resource constraints make it hard for media 
companies to produce or purchase these television 
programs. Since producing local content is fairly 
expensive, companies often decide to broadcast 
pirated movies and programs and thus go against 
Suriname's international obligations. What will 
happen to these companies once the government 
starts complying with the international legislation 
on intellectual property rights? Would they be 
able to generate enough revenues to comply with 
these obligations?

Regulatory Organizations
Rather bureacratically, the government's 

responsibility for the media sector in Suriname 
is shared amongst six ministries in all. These are 
namely the Ministry of Transport, Communication 
and Tourism; the Ministry of Trade and Industry; 
the Ministry of Justice and Police; the Ministry 
of Education and Community Development; 
the Ministry of Home Affairs and the Ministry of 
Regional Development.

Ministry of Transport, Communication and 
Tourism: It has often been said that the Suriname 
government plays a dualistic role in the media 
industry. On one hand it acts as the regulator and 
facilitator of the media sector and on the other 
hand as a provider of television services. This dual 
role is manifested when looking at the role and 
the responsibility of, for example, the Ministry of 
Transport, Communication and Tourism (TCT). 
According to the State Gazette number 58 of the 
year 1991, this ministry has the responsibility of 
the telecommunication sector.

Based on the Telecommunication Law 2004, 
TCT is responsible for managing the frequency 
spectrum. This law also spells out that TCT is 
the only legal body responsible for the issuing of

broadcast licenses in Suriname. It is evident that 
the TCT can be seen as the technical facilitator of 
the sector.

Ministry of Trade and Industry: This ministry acts 
as the representative of the Republic of Suriname 
on such inter-government organizations and trea 
ties such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 
the Caribbean Community (Caricom) and Free 
Trade Area of the Americas (FTA A) negotiations and 
the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights (TRIPS) agreement. The Ministry of Trade 
and Industry is also responsible for monitoring the 
progress made towards implementation of these 
agreements and the various deadlines for compli 
ance. This enforcement role has been shared with 
the Ministry of Justice and Police. One of the 
major responsibilities of the Ministry of Trade and 
Industry with regard to the media industry is the 
establishment of an effective intellectual property 
rights regime.

Ministry of Justice and Police: The responsi 
bility for legal matters concerning the broadcast 
industry is assigned to the Ministry of Justice 
and Police. Among other things, this ministry is 
concerned with the protection of intellectual 
property rights against infringement. One of the 
legal tools the ministry uses to protect intellectual 
property rights is the Auteurswet or Author's Law, 
which dates back to 1913 and updated several 
times, most recently in 1981. This law refers to 
the establishment of a Commissie van Overleg or 
Monitoring Commission, which is now in place 
and functioning accordingly.

The incorporation of the international legisla 
tion into the national law is also one of the major 
responsibilities of the Ministry of Justice and Police 
with regard to the commercial television business 
in Suriname. The role of the Monitoring Commis 
sion is to supervise and monitor parties involved 
in the process of negotiations for purchasing the 
content, taking into account the issues regarding 
the intellectual property rights.

Ministry of Education and Community Develop 
ment: The fourth ministry contributing to the regu 
lation of the broadcast industry is the Ministry of 
Education and Community Development. Though 
concerning the commercial television business, 
the role of this ministry is limited to the regula 
tion of the broadcast content. According to the 
Author's Law, this ministry is responsible for the 
media policy in Suriname, providing the appli-

35



www.iicom.org

June 2009 Volume 37 Issue 2

cable guidelines and requirements for the broad 
cast content.

The above-mentioned law also states that the 
Ministry of Education and Community Develop 
ment is responsible for the establishment of the 
Media Board. The responsibilities of the Media 
Board consist of providing guidelines concerning 
programming content that broadcasters should 
comply with. This board is also responsible for 
developing codes of ethics and values for adop 
tion by the media.

Notwithstanding all these roles, the govern 
ment plays an active role in providing the broad 
casting service, directly or via one of its corpo 
rations. There are two state-owned television 
stations operating in Suriname. Besides these 
ministries it should also be noted that the Cabinet 
of the Vice President plays an overall coordinating 
role concerning the state-owned media houses. 
Among other things, all broadcasters are expected 
to strive for a reasonable part of their program 
ming to comprise local productions, besides news, 
current affairs and religious programs.

Whether this vague requirement is ever met or 
can be imposed impartially by a government itself 
being a media-owner is questionable. But mean 
while the television industry is subject to multiple 
government ministries via multiple laws, which 
has the paradoxical effect of diffused authority 
and ineffectual regulation.

Legal Framework
The legal framework for the commercial televi 

sion business is laid down in the Telegraaf- en Tele- 
foonwet or Telegraph and Telephone Act 1945, lately 
revised as the Wet Telecommunicate Voorzieningen 
or Telecommunications Law 2004. The Author's Law 
1913 is currently undergoing revision again. These 
two laws can be seen as the cornerstones of the 
national legislation in place for the regulation of 
the media sector in Suriname.

The Telecommunication Law 2004 was recently 
approved by the National Assembly of the Republic 
of Suriname. Having evolved from the Telegraph 
and Telephone Act of 1945, this law regulates the 
telecommunication as well as the media sector. 
In article 57, a provision was made to establish a 
Broadcast Commission, which is responsible for 
advising the government, namely the Minister 
of TCT with regard to all matters concerning the 
sector and to supervise the electronic media in

Suriname. Article 113 explicitly states that it is 
prohibited for any individual or entity to broad 
cast media services without a license issued by the 
government, namely, the TCT.

Author's Law: As mentioned before one of the 
legal pillars of the media sector is the revised 
Author's Law, stating that a media board, tasked 
with supervising the media, should be established. 
The Ministry of Education and Community Devel 
opment has prepared new draft legislation needed 
for establishment of this board, to be discussed 
within the Board of Ministers and approved by the 
National Assembly.

The Broadcast License Act: This Act contains 
various guidelines for commercial television busi 
nesses to operate properly. It is normally issued for 
a period of 15 years, with the option for exten 
sion, in the understanding that the television busi 
ness must be established within one year after 
granting of the license. The broadcast license does 
not contain specific arrangements with regard 
to a certain geographical coverage obligation. It 
also does not contain specific requirements that 
program content must comply with. However, 
it does say that the license holder is obliged to 
broadcast 'balanced programming' including 
local content and that ethical and advertising 
codes should be taken into account. The license 
requirements also state that every license holder 
must respect the intellectual property rights.

Besides these two laws, the Constitution of 
the Republic of Suriname states with regard to 
freedom of the press in article 19, "Everyone has 
the right of expression through the press or other 
means of communications, subject to restrictions 
by law". One of the measures taken by the Suri 
namese government concerning the liberaliza 
tion of the media sector was the issuing of a large 
number of broadcast licenses during the period 
1996 and 2005. It is arguable whether the expan 
sion in television channels grants the Surinamese 
populace any greater opportunities for freedom of 
expression and communication.

Options and implications
As a result of Suriname's accession to the WTO 

and the Caricom, the government is committed 
to having a liberalized economic environment that 
fosters sustainable competition. This is meant to 
result in better service delivery which will benefit 
the Surinamese citizens. Based on the WTO blue-
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print for liberalization, the government's role 
revolves around the development of a national 
policy, legislation and regulations.

With sixteen free-to-air television stations and 
three cable television stations in such a micro- 
market as Suriname, the industry has changed 
drastically. The Surinamese media environment has 
changed over time from a monopoly to a duopoly 
to a free-market competition. The result of the 
policy implemented by the government was not 
only a large number of new entrants, but this also 
led to unfair competition, among other things. 
During the period 1996 - 2005 there were neither 
mergers nor acquisitions nor did any stations go 
out of business. The result was that the market 
became crowded, with decreasing market shares 
and lower profitability. Thus the financial pressure 
which the incumbent operators had already faced, 
has only increased further.

In the case of the media sector, one option' 
for the government to introduce viewer fees 

household as a form of taxation

There are several arenas where the normal oper 
ation of market forces may not lead to economic 
efficiency, for example, the provision of public 
goods, such as street lighting, police services and 
terrestrial television. These goods retain the char 
acteristics of non-rivalry and non-excludability,
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in other words it is not possible to provide these 
goods and services to one person without them 
thereby becoming available for others to enjoy. 
Market failure can be described as the situation in 
which markets do not efficiently organize produc 
tion or allocate goods and services to consumers.

Depending on its assessment of the market 
environment, a government could choose to take 
action or otherwise. In a free-market system in 
which the forces of supply and demand create 
economic equilibrium, the government's actions 
are said to be not necessary to create economic 
growth.

Left on its own, this situation can eventually lead 
to mergers and acquisition of some businesses, 
and bankruptcies and closures of others. But when 
market failure occurs, government can choose to 
intervene, possibly through subsidies. In the case 
of the media sector, one option is for the govern 
ment to introduce viewer fees per household as a 
form of taxation and redistribute this to stations in 
quid pro quo for compliance with certain condi 
tions set. Whether such a situation will arise in 
Suriname or another micro-market and whether 
its government would decide to intervene at all 

has yet to be seen.
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