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BROADCASTING FEAR

Is Test tnckel dying? Apparently it depends on which teams are playing, say the men who bring the game to you




AsHISH MaGoTRA

NE OF the best ways of ex-
plaining new things to peo-
ple is with analogies (you
-+ know, "the carisas fastasa
bullet” or “stop being such a monkey.”
So when Twenty20 cricket first arrived
on the scene many people came up
with various analogies to describe it.
For example, Former India opener
Navijot Singh Sidhu said, 'If one-day
cricket was pyjama cricket, then Twen-
ty20is underwear cricket.’

But what started out as a medium to
take cricket to the masses has quickly
overtaken whatever growth projec-
tions were made for it and has actual-
Iy started threatening the future of Test
cricket itself.

So while the Indian Premier League
is promising to get bigger with every
passing vear and laughing it's way to
the bank, the ICC isn"t resting easy.

Boards are business entities and as
such there should be no expectation
from them that they will preserve Test
cricket just for its historic value.

Indeed, the same argument holds
true for the broadcasters — as long as
Tests help them make more money,
they will be keen to support the for-
mat but once that stops happening,
then the real trouble will begin.

Peter Hutton, COOQO, Taj Television
Pvi. Ltd, Ten Sports, is holidaying in
United Kingdom, where Test cricket
has knocked football off the back
pages, but his mind is on a Test series
that simply interests no one.

STILL VIABLE

“I THINK Test cricket as a whole still
has a viable future but what-concerns
me is the amount of games that draw
little attention from Indian viewers.
The recent West Indies v Bangladesh
series is a good example — where
we had a sizeable number of emails
complaining that we showed the
cricket rather than the Tour de
France,” said Hutton.

His views are echoed by Nimbus
CED Harish Thawani, whosé company
has the rights for domestic ericket and
other international matches that are
played in India under the aegis of the
Board of Control for Cricket in India.

“The long term future of Tests is a
source of concern,” said Thawani. “Es-
pecially Test series between teams that
are not iconic. | think we will see the
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world of Test cricket slowly get polarized
towards iconic series like the Ashes.

“We may very well see a two-tier
system appear in which India, Aus-
tralia, Pakistan, 5ri Lanka, South Africa
and England will be in the first tierand
all the other countries will be in the
second tier,” Thawani added.

Surely, Test cricket has it’s own ap-
peal. But do the television channeis
have any way of gauging whether the
appeal of five-day format is actually in-
creasing or decreasing? .

“I think we obviously have a con-

cemn that T20 makes both viewers and
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advertisers look away from Test crick-
et but the current Ashes is rating well
and 1 think it’s too early to make
sweeping judgements on'the future of
Tests as a whole,”
said Hutton.
Thawani feels that
we need to give
things at least five
years to settle down.
Twenty20 is new to
the market and a true
indication of where it
stands can only be ob-
tained after a five-year
period. “The prelimi-

nary ftrends,
however, are
very clear,”

said Thawani.
“It is eating
into the pie a
bit.*

For example,
Hindustan
Unilever Ltd.,
India’s biggest

household products maker, reported
profit declined on higher advertising
costs and lower income from financial
investments and the sale of properties.
Many of the millions that they spent
on ads were spent during the India
Premier League, or IPL, cricket tour-
nament held in South Africa in April
and May.

INNOVATIONS ARE GOOD
THE ICC, onit's part, has been talking
about various innovations (such as
four-day Tests) to try and make the for-
mat more appealing to the viewers,
One innovation that has, however,
caught the fancy of both, Hutton and
Thawani, is day-night Tests.

“I'm certainly a believer in day-
night Test cricket. Boards do tend to do
the game a disservice by scheduling
Test matches in a way that prevents
people from watching them. Matches
should always include Saturday and
Sunday play and/or coincide with
public holidays.”

“Cricket needs to make an efforf to
get full stadia back for Test match
games — the empty seats at Indian
Test matches are shocking in a coun-
try where so many want to see the
game's.biggest stars,” said Hutton.




Four-day Tests don't quite miake the
cut for Thawanti. “They will only lead
to more draws and we don’t want
that,” said Thawani. “But day-night
Tests as something that could secure
the future of the format. Another in-
novation that could be tried is limited-
overs Tests and perhaps they need to
give the Super-Sub another go — this
time in Tests.”

So while many former internation-
als are predicting doomsday for Tests,
the broadcasters still give it hope. And
if the I( n tune it well, it could
very easily survive another century,
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