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Some of you here will attest to the fact that I have attended conferences like this 
over the past thirty years and in most cases was a minority voice calling for 
endogenous content and treated with undisguised patronisation as an impractical 
idealist who had no understanding of the business imperatives of Caribbean 
broadcasting. 
 
This present workshop takes place in a slightly different context where it is 
dawning on the industry that endogenous content may be the only strategy 
available to a sector that has a limited future in the face of the new media and the 
incursion of cable and the internet. 
 
Before starting Gayelle the Channel, still the only regional free-to-air station with 
near 100% Caribbean content 24 hours a day, I helped run the southern 
Caribbean’s first independent production house, Banyan Limited.  Banyan was 
dedicated solely to the production of Caribbean content and over the past thirty 
years produced over 500 television programmes.  
 
Despite that level of production only a handful had legs beyond our shores and in 
fact a significant percentage never got broadcast even in Trinidad and Tobago.  
Two of the main reasons for this were: 
 

1. Lack of experience, contacts, knowledge and resources to insert 
oneself into the international market which is essentially controlled by 
major players in the US and Europe. 
 
2. Funds: e.g. one episode of our long running and popular cultural 
magazine programme, GAYELLE had to cost $1500US for the most. 
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The international version produced for the BBC in 1992 had a budget 
of $175,000US and was shown in 150 countries. 

 
In 1988 I proposed a model of community media which I thought could feasibly 
achieve close to 100% endogenous content. This model depended on three 
features: 
 

1. Use of low cost low powered transmitters 
2. Use of low cost consumer production technology 
3. Volunteer staffing and direct community advertising 

 
The idea was that a network of such units built up over time would provide local 
content nationwide. 
 
This proposal influenced the committee set up to deregulate the airwaves to set up 
a community media category. Under that category Banyan was granted a licence in 
1992. 
 
As modest as the proposed costs may have been it took twelve years and three 
separate negotiations with prospective investors to fail to raise the capital required.  
 
About to surrender I was approached by two parties which made it a go: 
A young businessman with a social conscience and an extraordinary colleague in 
the person of Errol Fabien who had started with Banyan in the 80’s and since then 
built himself into a major brand and presence in the market. 
 
The businessman supplied the $30,000 US required for the transmitter and Errol 
gave legs to a hunt for sponsors who provided the initial funds to start. 
Gayelle the Channel came on air in February 2004. 
 
In our first three years, while being one of only three free-to-air stations we were 
producing up to 16 hours or original programming each day, including two daily 
dramas and one weekly drama.  
 
Yes, these productions were far from being polished television productions. They 
were essentially ‘Talk television’ and modelled after a radio format where we had 
short video features (not music videos) linked by on air presenters. Our dramas 
utilised our Caribbean talent for improvisation and were unscripted, live dramas 
structured around a scripted scenario. 
 
This stems from our abiding conviction that the power of television lies in its being 
LIVE. As distinct from cinema. We do not see television solely as a distributive 
medium, a juke box for pre-produced films. Television is the only medium (fast 
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being supplanted by the internet) which can supply high quality moving images of 
events happening remotely and simultaneously. 
 
This power was no better demonstrated than by our ‘barbergreen’ programme. In 
our first year we did not programme Sundays – we did have to rest sometime – so 
we simply put a camera pointed at the street and scrawled a message which said 
“Why don’t you turn off your television and spend time with your family because 
this is what we at Gayelle are doing.” 
 
People could not turn it off and others came on to the street and enacted dramas 
and played sports in front of the camera. 
 
However, two things happened to affect this: 
 
1. Others taking example set up their own stations on cable and on air. So that now 
there are 11 locally originating television stations in Trinidad with six of them, 
soon to be seven, free-to-air. 
 
2. Audiences and advertisers soon started to demand more sophistication in the 
programming. 
 
In an effort to face these demands we effectively strained the model to the limits of 
what the market could supply. Adding value to the programming content by 
putting more into pre-production increased costs. A splintering of the market 
reduced advertising dollars. 
 
The coup de grâce was the contraction of the economy six months ago when our 
revenue fell 50%. 
 
Our response has been to painfully drag ourselves back to our original model and 
we have presently stabilised our costs and are starting to establish live links to 
production centres in other parts of the country. 
 
These productions centres have grown up in the intervening years both from 
people who have passed through the Gayelle experience and others who have been 
inspired by the increasing availability of high quality consumer and prosumer 
technology. 
 
We have always believed and still believe that a major market for our fare (local 
and live) lies in the diaspora. We have avid viewers on our Web stream. But that is 
not enough. We have to be able to achieve monetised presence in those markets. 
For if one thing our experience has proven, it is that market size is directly 
proportional to the ability to make quality programming. The other thing is that in 
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order to build the industry, a long term and substantial investment or capitalisation 
is necessary. 
 
These are some of the elements that I think have to be considered:  
 

1. Formulation and articulation of a regional business plan for the industry 
 

2. Sensitisation and education of the business and entrepreneurial sectors to the 
special nature of the needs and expectations of return on investment in the 
industry. The media industry is one that is not understood by a business 
sector focused on quick returns selling imported sneakers. If the nature of 
this investment was better understood it may hold hope for local content 
production. 

 
3. Fiscal incentives to encourage private sector investment. In this connection I 

would like to mention a possible strategy which may relate to Gary’s point 
about the cost of broadcast licences etc. It is a proposal in the hands of our 
Telecommunications Authority that licence or concession fees be discounted 
in proportion to the proportion of local content broadcasted. 

 
4. Education and training of production, marketing and distribution talent in an 

industry which depends on hands-on experience more than classroom 
instruction, therefore depends on opportunities to earn this experience i.e., 
actual production.  

 
5. Establishment of funds, and subsidisation for the production of marketable 

content which cannot be supported initially by the miniscule market the 
Caribbean represents. 

 
6. Training and Enabling of national media and film bodies to guide 

practitioners through the co-production process which can be extremely 
complex and inhibiting. 

 
The main point being that local content generation of any quality and with hope of 
sustainability relies almost totally on market size. That relates to our ability to 
insert ourselves in other markets and manage our business efficiently. Investment 
and training in building this capacity is vital to what we are discussing here. 
 
Thank You. 
 


