Consultation Paper on “Growth of Telecom Services in Rural India”

(Consultation Paper No. 16/2004)

ISSUEWISE COMMENTS

1. At the outset we would like to state that our opinion provision of Gram Panchayat Phone and Village Public Telephone need to be extended to cover all villages and provide access to people living in rural areas. However, beyond that any provision of telecommunication services in rural areas should be on the basis of demand and supply or on the basis of market forces. Any attempt to achieve the targets set in the New Telecom Policy (NPT 99) without a felt need will only harm the programme. Any infrastructure investment should yield adequate returns although there can be some ‘hand holding’ for a limited time.

2. Niche Operators need to be given preferential treatment for the simple reason that they will be required to operate in the worst economic scenario in Short Distance Charging Area (SDCA) where the fixed tele-density is less than one percent. Further, niche operators should be allowed to provide all telecom services including fixed, mobile, wireless, wire line, Internet telephony, etc. There should be no restriction on the use of technology by niche operators and the service should be technology neutral. Niche operators are expected to operate in rural, remote and telecommunication-facilities-wise less developed areas, which are not lucrative as far as revenue generation is concerned and neither the economies of scale are available. As an incentive, no license fee should be imposed on niche operators for an initial period of say, five years, after which there can be a review. This subset of operators should be exempt from the USO contribution as well. Limited Mobility must be allowed to the niche operators by law. Niche operators should be provided support from the USF, for a limited period and this support can be re-evaluated after this period.

3. An input subsidy is generally a better solution, as it is easier to regulate and prevent misuse. Spectrum for the niche operators should be made available at low cost. Similarly bandwidth, which at present is lying unutilised, could be made available at a nominal fee. Of course it is not a good idea to make available anything free!

4. Telecommunication facilities capable of offering multiple services including telephony using modern wireless technologies for access offer a near self-sustaining model provided it could be implemented through input cost subsidization.

5. Infrastructure sharing should be mandated with appropriate commercial compensation being provided to owners through regulatory intervention. This should be applicable to all areas and not just rural areas. It would be a welcome step to cut duplication in creating infrastructure and would lead to better utilisation of available infrastructure.

6. State governments should be involved in this initiative. Some scheme for sharing of revenue with the State Governments, on lines similar to the Small Savings Scheme could be examined.

7. USO subsidy model should become easier to sustain with increase in tele-density.

8. No comments.

9. No comments.
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