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Abstract 

The Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) was established in 2002 with the 
stated mission of regulating the growing landscape of private broadcast media in Pakistan. 
While its ordinance highlights goals of ensuring transparency, accountability, and ethical 
broadcasting, debates over its credibility have intensified in recent years. Critics argue that 
instead of serving as a neutral regulator, PEMRA often acts as an instrument of political 
influence, favoring specific media outlets while restricting others. This study critically examines 
the role of PEMRA as a regulatory body, its structural and political limitations, and its overall 
effectiveness in safeguarding media freedom and autonomy. Using qualitative methods such as 
semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions with journalists, media scholars, and 
policy experts, this research seeks to explore whether PEMRA has fulfilled its mandate as an 
independent authority or become a mechanism for political control. 
The findings suggest that although PEMRA has contributed to media expansion by licensing 
numerous channels and ensuring diversity of content, its regulatory practices are marred by 
selective enforcement of laws, pressure from ruling elites, and curbs on dissenting voices. Such 
practices compromise the autonomy of the press and diminish public trust in the fairness of 
regulation. The study concludes that reforms are essential to strengthen PEMRA’s structural 
independence, enhance accountability, and safeguard democratic values. Recommendations 
include legal reforms to limit political interference, transparent mechanisms for license 
issuance, and improved stakeholder engagement. Ultimately, a more independent PEMRA is 
crucial for ensuring that Pakistan’s media landscape promotes pluralism, freedom of expression, 
and democratic governance. 
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1. Introduction 

The regulation of media is an essential component of democratic governance. In Pakistan, 

this role has been carried out by the Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority 

(PEMRA), which was established on 1st March 2002 through a presidential ordinance 

enacted during General (r) Pervez Musharraf’s regime. PEMRA was envisioned as a 

statutory and independent body, responsible for regulating the electronic media industry, 

ensuring ethical broadcasting, and balancing public interest with national security 

considerations (Iqbal, 2012). 

The official mandate of PEMRA, as outlined in its ordinance, includes issuing 

licenses to private broadcasters, monitoring broadcast content, encouraging responsible 

media practices, and promoting good governance through transparency and 

accountability (PEMRA, 2002). On paper, PEMRA represents a cornerstone of Pakistan’s 

media regulatory framework by aiming to provide diverse choices to the public, improve 

information standards, and contribute to the strengthening of democracy. 

However, in practice, PEMRA has often been criticized for undermining media 

freedom rather than protecting it. Scholars, journalists, and media activists argue that 

PEMRA’s decisions often reflect political interference rather than impartial regulation 

(Riaz, 2020; Khan, 2019). Critics contend that PEMRA has sometimes acted as a tool for 

censorship, shutting down critical voices and favoring media outlets aligned with ruling 

governments. Such practices raise fundamental questions about PEMRA’s independence, 

transparency, and effectiveness as a regulatory body. 

The tension between regulation and freedom lies at the heart of PEMRA’s 

controversy. On one hand, a degree of regulation is necessary to ensure media 

responsibility, prevent hate speech, and maintain social harmony. On the other hand, 

excessive regulation or politically motivated interventions undermine media autonomy 
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and threaten democratic values. This duality makes PEMRA an institution worth 

examining critically. 

This study, therefore, aims to explore the complex role of PEMRA in Pakistan’s 

media landscape, analyzing whether it functions primarily as a neutral regulator or as an 

instrument of political influence. Through qualitative inquiry, including interviews with 

media professionals and experts, the study investigates PEMRA’s structural strengths and 

weaknesses, the challenges it faces in ensuring independence, and possible reforms to 

strengthen its credibility. 

1.1. Objectives 

The objectives of this study include: 

• To examine the historical and political context behind the establishment of 

PEMRA. 

• To investigate whether PEMRA regulates media independently or serves as a 

mechanism for political control. 

• To assess PEMRA’s credibility as an autonomous regulator in the face of political 

and institutional pressures. 

• To analyze the perceptions of media professionals regarding PEMRA’s 

performance and regulatory practices. 

• To identify reforms and policy recommendations necessary to enhance 

PEMRA’s effectiveness, independence, and accountability. 

1.2. Research Questions 

1) How do media professionals and experts perceive PEMRA’s role and 

effectiveness in regulating electronic media? 

2) Does PEMRA act primarily as a neutral regulator, or does it exert political 

influence and favoritism towards certain media outlets? 

3) To what extent does PEMRA operate independently from government and 

political pressure? 
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4) What are the major structural and procedural weaknesses that undermine 

PEMRA’s credibility as a regulatory body? 

5) What reforms and policy measures are necessary to ensure PEMRA’s 

independence, transparency, and contribution to media autonomy in Pakistan? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Historical Background of Television in Pakistan 

The history of television in Pakistan begins with the establishment of Pakistan Television 

Corporation (PTV) on November 26, 1964. Initially, PTV’s transmission was limited and 

broadcast in black and white, focusing primarily on educational and developmental 

programming such as public health awareness, literacy campaigns, and agricultural 

guidance (Ahmed et al., 1994). By 1965, PTV had expanded its reach with stations in 

Dacca, Karachi, and Rawalpindi (Mirza et al., 1995). During the 1970s and 1980s, the 

network continued expanding, opening stations in Islamabad, Peshawar, and Quetta, 

thereby strengthening its national presence. 

Despite PTV’s significant contribution to educating and entertaining the public, the 

state-owned broadcaster was tightly controlled by successive governments, which 

frequently used it as a tool of political propaganda and censorship (Khan et al., 2003). 

With the onset of the digital era, PTV attempted modernization by launching specialized 

channels such as PTV News and PTV Sports. However, competition from private networks, 

accusations of biased reporting, and failure to adapt to the changing media landscape left 

PTV struggling to remain relevant (Waris Khan et al., 2021). 

The launch of Network Television Marketing (NTM) in 1990 marked a historic 

turning point. As Pakistan’s first semi-private channel, NTM introduced international 

content and entertainment, breaking PTV’s monopoly of 35 years. Despite its eventual 

closure in 1999 due to financial constraints, NTM paved the way for the private broadcast 

industry in Pakistan, opening the floodgates for media pluralism (Waris Khan et al., 2021). 

2.2. Growth of Private Television Channels 
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The early 2000s witnessed a media boom, facilitated by liberalization policies and satellite 

technology (Malik et al., 2005). Private channels such as Geo TV, ARY Digital, and Hum TV 

transformed the media landscape by offering a wide variety of content, ranging from 

news and talk shows to dramas and entertainment. Between 2002 and 2005, the number 

of private TV channels in Pakistan nearly tripled, while advertising revenue grew 

seventeen-fold—from PKR 200 million to PKR 3.5 billion (Khan et al., 2013). 

This expansion also fostered the rise of regional-language and niche channels, ensuring 

greater inclusivity and diversity in media. The past two decades have been defined by 

digital transition, with Pakistani broadcasters competing not only among themselves but 

also against global digital platforms such as YouTube, Netflix, and Amazon Prime (Qureshi 

et al., 2017). While this growth has enriched media consumption, it has also raised 

concerns about ethical practices, commercialization, censorship, and political influence 

(Qureshi et al., 2015). 

2.3. Establishment of PEMRA and its Legal Mandate 

The mushrooming of private media necessitated regulatory oversight, leading to the 

creation of the Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) in March 2002. 

As per the PEMRA Ordinance (2002), its mandate included licensing broadcasters, 

regulating transmission, monitoring content, and ensuring diversity (Iqbal, 2012). By 

2021, PEMRA had issued 142 satellite TV licenses, including 38 news channels, though 

only 65 remained operational (PEMRA, 2021). 

According to Jabbar (2003), PEMRA was envisioned as an institution to empower the 

public by facilitating access to diverse information sources and promoting democratic 

values. However, critics argue that PEMRA has often deviated from this mission, 

functioning instead as an instrument of political control and censorship (Riaz, 2020). 

2.4. Institutional Structure of PEMRA 

The governing structure of PEMRA reflects a blend of executive authority and public 

representation. It comprises a chairman and twelve members, most of whom are 

nominated by the President of Pakistan. The chairman is expected to be a professional 

with expertise in media, management, economics, or law. Out of the twelve members, 
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five are citizen representatives (two of whom must be women), while others include 

federal secretaries and heads of key institutions (PEMRA, 2002). 

While this structure suggests inclusiveness, critics highlight PEMRA’s vulnerability to 

political interference, since appointments are heavily influenced by the federal 

government (Ullah & Shah, 2021). As a result, PEMRA’s regulatory decisions often reflect 

government priorities rather than public interest. 

2.5. Comparative Perspectives: Global Media Regulators 

Comparisons with international regulators reveal stark differences in independence and 

autonomy. For instance, the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) 

oversees broadcasting, internet, and telecommunication services while maintaining a 

strong consumer-protection framework. Similarly, France’s ARCEP operates 

independently from political influence, ensuring transparency in electronic 

communication. India’s Telecom Regulatory Authority (TRAI) not only regulates 

broadcasting but also mediates between operators and consumers to ensure fair 

practices. 

In contrast, PEMRA has struggled to establish itself as an independent authority. Scholars 

argue that it has borrowed heavily from Western regulatory models, such as New Public 

Management (NPM), without adapting to Pakistan’s socio-political context. 

Consequently, PEMRA often amplifies existing governance challenges rather than 

addressing them (Making Sense of Electronic Media Regulatory Agencies, 2023). 

2.5.1. PEMRA and Journalistic Freedom 

The authority’s regulatory actions have frequently sparked controversy, particularly with 

respect to press freedom and censorship. For example, in 2023 alone, PEMRA initiated 68 

cases against journalists, with peaks observed in March (14 cases) and May (12 cases), 

coinciding with politically sensitive events. Critics argue that these actions reflect selective 

enforcement, often targeting critical voices while overlooking government-friendly 

outlets (PEMRA, 2023). 
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The Propaganda Model by Herman and Chomsky has been applied to Pakistani 

media, highlighting how cross-media ownership and political affiliations constrain 

editorial independence. Studies reveal that conglomerates like Geo and Express prioritize 

commercial and political interests over journalistic autonomy, with PEMRA failing to 

safeguard pluralism (Influence of Cross Media Ownership, 2023). 

Similarly, audience-based studies (Social Responsibility of Media in Pakistan, 2022) 

suggest that while television is perceived as socially responsible, it is simultaneously 

criticized for promoting foreign content, sensationalism, and cultural erosion. These 

contradictions point to gaps in PEMRA’s enforcement of ethical and culturally sensitive 

standards. 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative research design to critically analyze the PEMRA Ordinance 

and its effects on electronic media in Pakistan. Qualitative methods are particularly 

appropriate for this type of research because they allow for an in-depth exploration of 

perceptions, experiences, and narratives surrounding regulatory practices, political 

influence, and media autonomy. 

3.1. Research Approach 

A descriptive and analytical approach was adopted to explore PEMRA’s dual role as a 

regulator and a controller of electronic media. The research combines documentary 

analysis of PEMRA’s laws, policies, and press releases with primary qualitative data 

collected from media professionals, academics, and policymakers. 

3.2. Data Collection Methods 

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 participants, including 

journalists, news anchors, media managers, and former PEMRA officials. The interview 

guide focused on questions about PEMRA’s independence, effectiveness, and political 

pressures. 
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1) Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): Two FGDs were organized with university 

faculty and postgraduate students of mass communication to gather academic 

perspectives on the functioning of PEMRA. 

2) Documentary Analysis: Official PEMRA reports, annual reviews, ordinances, 

and regulatory notices were critically examined. In addition, secondary data 

such as scholarly articles, reports from NGOs, and press reports were analyzed 

to triangulate findings. 

3.3. Sampling Strategy 

The study employed a purposive sampling technique, ensuring that participants had direct 

exposure to PEMRA-related matters. Journalists from leading news channels, 

policymakers familiar with media regulation, and academics researching media policies 

were deliberately selected. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

The data collected was analyzed using thematic analysis. Responses from interviews and 

FGDs were transcribed, coded, and categorized into major themes: (1) Regulation vs. 

Control, (2) Political Influence, (3) Institutional Autonomy, (4) Public Trust, and (5) Reforms 

and Future Directions. This method helped identify recurring patterns, contradictions, and 

gaps in PEMRA’s regulatory framework. 

4. Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal a highly complex and multi-layered picture of PEMRA’s 

role in Pakistan’s media landscape. Although the authority was originally established with 

the vision of regulating and professionalizing the broadcasting sector, its performance 

over the past two decades demonstrates an oscillation between genuine regulation and 

political control. This paradox has shaped not only the credibility of PEMRA as an 

institution but also the broader democratic culture of Pakistan. 

4.1. Regulation versus Control 

One of the most significant contributions of PEMRA has been the expansion of the private 

broadcasting industry in Pakistan. Before its inception in 2002, the state-owned Pakistan 
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Television (PTV) held a virtual monopoly on electronic media. Within a few years of 

PEMRA’s establishment, the number of licensed television channels grew rapidly, 

eventually crossing 100 active channels in categories ranging from news and current 

affairs to entertainment, sports, and religious programming. This expansion diversified the 

information landscape and gave audiences access to a variety of perspectives and cultural 

expressions that were previously unavailable (Khan, 2019). 

However, while PEMRA’s initial role can be credited for liberalizing the media 

sector, evidence shows that its regulatory framework often transforms into a mechanism 

of censorship rather than facilitation. Multiple interviewees and media professionals 

emphasized that fines, notices, and suspensions are frequently issued not because of clear 

professional or ethical misconduct but because certain channels air content that is critical 

of the government or ruling political elite. For example, during political crises, some 

private channels have faced abrupt off-air suspensions without warning, a pattern that 

journalists interpret as politically motivated rather than professionally justified. 

This duality—facilitator on one hand and censor on the other—creates confusion 

among stakeholders about PEMRA’s real mandate. Instead of being perceived as a neutral 

arbiter ensuring fair competition and ethical standards, PEMRA is increasingly seen as a 

body that can tighten or loosen control depending on political expediency. This 

undermines the very essence of regulatory autonomy and has become one of the central 

contradictions of PEMRA’s role. 

4.2. Political Influence 

The study identifies the politicization of PEMRA as perhaps the most pressing and 

recurrent issue. Interviews with journalists and academics consistently emphasized that 

PEMRA tends to favor channels aligned with ruling parties while being disproportionately 

strict against opposition-leaning media houses. This practice is not only visible in the form 

of licensing advantages or penalties but also in how swiftly PEMRA acts against certain 

channels while ignoring others. 

Earlier scholarship confirms this concern. Riaz (2020) notes that regulatory bodies 

in Pakistan, including PEMRA, have historically been co-opted by political governments to 
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serve as tools of influence rather than neutral referees. Ullah and Shah (2021) similarly 

argue that PEMRA’s notices and restrictions often coincide with politically sensitive 

moments, such as elections, vote-of-confidence sessions, or large-scale protests. In such 

instances, PEMRA’s role shifts away from professional oversight and toward safeguarding 

the interests of the ruling elite. 

Such favoritism erodes not only PEMRA’s credibility but also damages the 

democratic process. When certain channels are silenced or penalized for offering critical 

viewpoints, citizens are deprived of the pluralism essential for informed decision-making. 

Consequently, PEMRA’s politicization contributes to an uneven media playing field, 

making it harder for opposition voices to reach the public. 

4.3. Institutional Autonomy 

A recurring theme in both interviews and documentary analysis was PEMRA’s lack of 

institutional autonomy. Legally, the body is described as an “independent authority,” but 

in practice it functions under the strong influence of the Ministry of Information and other 

state organs. The appointment of PEMRA’s top leadership is directly controlled by the 

federal government, which often nominates individuals with strong political or 

bureaucratic affiliations rather than independent media professionals. 

This creates a situation where decision-makers inside PEMRA are under implicit pressure 

to align with the ruling government’s agenda. As one senior journalist noted during 

interviews, “PEMRA is not free to regulate—it is directed to control.” This perception is 

reinforced by financial dependence, since PEMRA’s budgetary allocations and resources 

are tied to state institutions. 

The lack of independence undermines PEMRA’s legitimacy both at the domestic 

and international level. Regulatory bodies in democratic societies are expected to operate 

free of government interference, ensuring fair competition, accountability, and 

professionalism. In contrast, PEMRA’s dependency reduces its ability to act as a neutral 

watchdog and strengthens its reputation as a politicized instrument. 

4.4. Public Trust and Perception 
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The study’s focus group discussions shed light on how PEMRA is perceived by the public 

and academia. Results revealed alarmingly low levels of trust in the authority. University 

faculty and postgraduate students criticized PEMRA for being reactive rather than 

proactive. Instead of developing long-term strategies to promote ethical journalism, 

PEMRA is often seen issuing bans and notices after controversies erupt. This reactive 

approach creates a cycle where PEMRA is constantly on the defensive, reacting to political 

pressure or public outrage instead of guiding media practices through consistent policy. 

Students in focus groups further argued that PEMRA’s actions often appear arbitrary, 

lacking transparency in decision-making. For example, when two channels broadcast 

similar critical content, one may face penalties while the other escapes scrutiny. Such 

inconsistencies create the impression of bias and weaken PEMRA’s legitimacy. Citizens 

increasingly perceive PEMRA as a body of control rather than reform, which damages its 

authority and diminishes compliance from media organizations. 

4.5. Reforms and Future Directions 

• Despite these challenges, the study also reveals a strong belief among 

participants that PEMRA can still play a constructive role if meaningful reforms 

are introduced. Several recommendations emerged from interviews and focus 

group discussions: 

• Restructuring PEMRA’s Leadership: To ensure independence, the appointment 

of PEMRA’s chairperson and members should be based on transparent criteria 

involving bipartisan parliamentary committees or judicial oversight rather than 

unilateral government nominations. 

• Transparent and Equal Code of Conduct: A uniform and transparent code of 

conduct should be developed and consistently applied to all channels. This 

would reduce perceptions of bias and help restore PEMRA’s image as a fair 

regulator. 
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• Public Accountability Mechanisms: The establishment of oversight committees 

involving civil society representatives, academics, and media professionals can 

enhance accountability and provide checks on arbitrary decisions. 

• Capacity Building for Digital Media Regulation: While PEMRA has focused 

heavily on traditional broadcasting, the rise of digital platforms such as 

YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter has transformed the media environment. 

Participants highlighted the urgent need for PEMRA to expand its capacity and 

jurisdiction in a manner that respects online freedoms while also addressing 

fake news, hate speech, and disinformation. 

• Institutional Independence through Legal Reforms: Amendments to the PEMRA 

Ordinance should be introduced to ensure operational and financial autonomy. 

Without this, even well-intentioned leadership may remain constrained by 

political interference. 

The overall discussion demonstrates that PEMRA’s role has been deeply contradictory. On 

one hand, it has facilitated the unprecedented growth of private broadcasting in Pakistan; 

on the other hand, it has been repeatedly accused of censorship, favoritism, and political 

manipulation. The authority’s lack of autonomy, coupled with its reactive rather than 

proactive approach, has led to declining levels of public trust. 

Nevertheless, there is still room for optimism. With structural reforms, transparent 

practices, and adaptation to the challenges of the digital age, PEMRA has the potential to 

evolve into a professional, credible, and independent regulator. Its future trajectory, 

however, will depend heavily on whether Pakistan’s political elite are willing to allow 

genuine independence and resist the temptation to use PEMRA as an instrument of 

control. Without such reforms, PEMRA risks further delegitimization and irrelevance in a 

rapidly changing media environment. 

5. Conclusion 

This study critically examined the PEMRA Ordinance and its effects on electronic media in 

Pakistan. Findings suggest that while PEMRA has significantly contributed to the growth 
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and diversification of media outlets, its credibility has been undermined by political 

influence and lack of institutional autonomy. The analysis shows that PEMRA’s role has 

often tilted toward control rather than regulation, raising serious concerns for press 

freedom and democratic values. Political favoritism, reactive policies, and an absence of 

independent oversight mechanisms have weakened public trust in the authority. 

However, PEMRA also possesses the potential to become a genuine regulatory 

body capable of upholding professional standards, ensuring accountability, and fostering 

an independent media environment. For this transformation, structural reforms are 

essential—particularly in leadership appointments, transparency in regulatory practices, 

and adaptation to new digital media challenges. 

In conclusion, PEMRA stands at a crossroads: it can either continue as a politicized 

instrument of control or reform itself into a professional, independent authority that 

strengthens Pakistan’s democratic and media landscape. The future of electronic media in 

Pakistan depends on which path is chosen. 
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