TV Etchings in the Minds of Latin Americans:
Conservatism, Materialism and Conformism

by Luis Ramiro Beltran
(extract)

This short extract from a paper delivered at the Conference of the International
Association of Mass Communications Research held at Leicester University
in 1976 is intended as supplementation to the previous essay, indicating briefly
the extent of American ‘media imperialism’ in Latin America.

‘Made in USA': Fucts and Figures

I. On the average, close to one third of one week of television program-
ming in 18 cities of Latin America was found to directly originate in the US,
with Panama showing the highest figure: 92.7 per cent.'

2. In regard to actual sales figures, Fox de Cardona calculated in 1973
that “the total foreign sales for the US, according to MPEAA (Motion
Picture Export Association of America), are a little over a hundred million
dollars, of which 25 per cent represents Latin America.’? Varis affirms that
total sales of US TV companies abroad in 1971 were $85 million. With the
exception of educational television, he states, ‘All the American companies
seem to distribute about one third of their total foreign sales to Latin
America.”® Sales to Latin America, would, therefore, total close to $26
million. However, as Varis observes, ‘The dollar figures are not easily
transformed into a total length of exported programmes. The prices for
American programmes may be ten and even a hundred times lower in the
developing countries than for example in Europe.’ Finally, Mas affirmed
that Latin America spends on average $80 million per year in importing
TV canned material from the US.*

3. “In Latin America the United States has a monopoly of the supply of
the new technology, the basic film material, the technical experts and, of
course, the large-scale capital needed to increase the size of the local invest-
ment.”® Consequently, most of the television programmes produced in Latin
America itself can hardly be distinguished - in intent, content and form
from those in the US. This is due to the fact that, along with the technologies
for transmitting television signals and producing the programmes, the region
received from the US - understandably and inevitably — a greatly heightened
input of the ideology presiding life in this country. The phenomenon is so
pervasive that even in one of the very few Latin American countries where
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substantive general social change is taking place, Peru, the production
formats, save very rare exceptions, are still pretty much those established by
the US models. And this in spite of legislation reforming the education and
communication systems, which includes one of the most advanced laws of
radio and television in the region.

4. The three US national television networks have been the main
investors of direct capital in Latin American television and radio. Investing
in five television stations, the ABC-World Vision group established in the
1960s a Central American Television Network (CATVN) and did the same
in South America by creating the LATINO network, covering between the
two. operations in 13 countries. CBS became the owner of two stations in the
Caribbean and made direct investments in television production companies
in Venezuela, Peru and Argentina; in this last country, the company in
question, Proartel, is the largest of the region and sells programmes to many
countries in it. To lesser extents, NBC invested in channels Venezuela,
Mexico. Argentina and Jamaica.® And Time, Inc., which shared interests
with CBC*in Venezuela and Argentina, continues to invest, through financial
and technical assistance to TV Globo and TV Paulista in Brazil.®

5. These direct investments have been sizeably decreased. and even
terminated. since 1970 due to apprehensions of political intervention. But
the US influence on the industry has far from subsided since indirect invest-
ment. through the programming sales mentioned above and through adver-
tising, has safely and advantageously filled the vacuum of notorious and
perhaps contingent direct investment.” “The majority of North American
feature films and serials for television are distributed in Latin America by
the American Broadcasting Company in tight relationship with the chain of
advertising agencies (McCann Erickson, Giant, Walter Thompson .. .")
(Mattelart®) “Thus, irrespective of station control, television in the region
has a strong North American commercial flavour.™

6. Television channels in Latin America are private and commercial
in 83 per cent of the cases.!

7. On the average, 20 per cent of the broadcasting time of those tele-
vision channels is made up of advertisements.'

§. US advertising firms (mostly multinational corporations) and US
advertising agencies (especially McCann Erickson, Walter Thompson, and
Young and Rubicam) dominate the Latin American advertising business
through all media. Specifically in television, for instance. the top five US
advertising agencies controlled in Argentina 35 per cent of TV commercials,
serving Standard Oil. Shell. Coca Cola, Ford, etc., and absorbing between
30 and 45 per cent of all television advertising in the country.® And the first
five advertising clients in Colombia are Colgate-Palmolive, Lever Bros.,
American Home Products, Lotteries and Raffles, and Miles Laboratories;
over 50 per cent of television advertising in this country is devoted to cos-
metics, non-essential food stuffs and detergents, most of which are produced
by US multinational companies.'®
*Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.
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