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AT&T's recent acquisition of Time Warner is significant, not only because it allowed the world’s 

largest telecom to buy the world’s third-largest entertainment company, but because it neatly 

epitomises how the global media landscape is changing in one deal.  

 

While AT&T claims that the US$85 billion deal will bring a ‘fresh approach’ to how the media and 

entertainment industry works for consumers, content creators, distributors and advertisers, the US 

Justice Department tried to stop the deal because of concerns that the acquisition would reduce 

competition, thus leading to higher costs for consumers and less innovation.  

 

Before the merger, AT&T’s holdings were mostly confined to distributing information, either via the 

internet, wireless phone service, or broadcast satellite TV. Now, it will own a major stake in some of 

the largest companies producing that content, with major implications for anyone wanting to stream 

video online. 

 

Distributors often have considerable power because they face limited and sometimes no 

competition. This is because normal marketplace dynamics have not operated in this instance 

because US policy — in recognition of the infrastructure required to connect a nation — has offered 

these companies protections that have allowed them to operate with minimal competition.  

 

At the same time, the elimination of net neutrality allows internet service providers to require 

content distribution companies to pay for prioritization — or "fast lane" — to be more readily 

available to customers. AT&T will be able to treat its own content favourably — for example, HBO 

and CNN won't have to pay to receive fast-lane access on AT&T's internet service — but AT&T will 

probably require competing services such as Netflix to pay up, which will likely render Netflix’s 

offering more expensive to the consumer. Likewise, AT&T might also make HBO very expensive for 

those who do not receive its internet service, in order to encourage subscribers to switch service 

providers. 

 

Add to this the fact that 90% of professionally produced US television is created by just nine 

companies and you have the makings of a monopoly. 

 

About the content. With distributors buying up content companies, the likes of Netflix and 

AmazonTV will be concerned about where they get their content. Content producers such as HBO 

and Turner may start pulling licensed content from other OTT service providers in order to show 

them exclusively on their distribution network instead. Studios and talent may, in turn, align 

themselves with their sister streaming services, and it will get harder and harder to break in, 

ultimately impacting on the consumer once again. 

 

Apart from the potential monopolisation of two sectors and the possible resulting impact on the 

consumer, this merger represents the blurring of lines between content and distribution. This could 

have major implications for regulators, not least those overseeing antitrust. While the merger is, on 

the face of it, more of a competition issue than a regulatory one, we are already seeing that over-
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the-top (OTT) service providers – which enable delivery of content, applications and services via the 

internet – need to be regulated, and we believe that these mega content-distributors will need to be 

closely watched by bodies with teeth to ensure they do not abuse their power.  

 

With the US setting the pace for the rest of the world, this merger and what it signifies has profound 

ramifications in every market across the globe. Here in sub-Saharan Africa, there were roughly 160 

million smartphones in 2015, a number expected to rise to more than half a billion by 2020. That, 

coupled with increasing internet penetration and the expected rollout of 4G across the continent, 

has many industry experts predicting a boom in demand for video streaming and video-on-demand 

throughout Africa.  

 

However, for now, African markets are behind the curve in the video streaming space. We should be 

taking advantage of that lag to examine the trends happening in the leading edge markets of the US 

and China and using the lessons learned in those markets to prepare ourselves for any negative 

impacts this shifting landscape may have in store for us.  

 

 

 


