Consultation Paper on “Review of Quality of Service (QoS) Parameters of Basic and Cellular Mobile Telephone Services”

(Consultation Paper No. 2/2005)

General Comments:

The issues discussed in the consultation paper are quite relevant in monitoring and ensuring improved quality of services to telecom users. However, its utility would have enhanced, if certain relevant information had been provided in the paper itself. At several points, the paper mentions that the actual performance in respect of certain QoS parameters is below standard. However, at no point the actual performance data vis-à-vis the benchmark is given. In order to find out the extent of under-performance, we had to refer to the various QoS survey results brought out by the authority from time to time.

Secondly, we would like to know if the authority made any attempts to check the veracity of the reasons given by service providers for failing to meet QoS benchmarks. For instance, in section 2.2.2 (Fault incidence), it is mentioned that “slums are responsible for increasing the fault incidence as the telephone connections have been provided using hanging drop wires, which are often broken by slum dwellers”. While this may be true (in the sense that the fault incidence in slums may be high), but the relevant issue here: is the number of connections provided in slums so large, such as it increases the overall fault incidence? It should be realised that the number of connections provided in slums is a negligible proportion of the total connections provided by telecom service providers, and to expect that the high fault incidence in slums increases the overall fault incidence is distortionary and misleading. We would urge the authority to assess the reasons provided by service providers.

At several points, the paper mentions about revising downwards, benchmarks for certain QoS parameters. However, benchmarks for a QoS parameter should be revised downwards only in extreme cases i.e. when it is not possible to achieve the benchmark. This should be done after carefully analysing the reasons for shortfall in performance, and conducting wide consultations. Considering a change (read, downward revision) in benchmark, just because service providers think so, is not the right approach. Instead, it would have been appropriate, if the authority had brought out the consultation paper, after properly analysing the reasons given by the service providers, and presented its analysis for consultation and comments. In its present form, the consultation paper is incomplete and needs to be revised and upgraded.

Finally, given that TRAI is also the regulator for cable TV services, the authority should also define QoS parameters with benchmarks for assessing the performance of cable services in the country.

Our comments on specific sections are as follows:

Chapter 2

Basic Service (Sections 2.1 to 2.4)

2.2.1 Provision of a telephone after registration of demand (100% in <7days)

In the QoS performance, reported for the quarter ended 31st December 2004, it was reported that the performance of BSNL against this benchmark is generally poor. The worst performance is in UP (East) with 0.98%, followed by Punjab with 3.34%, 4.28% in Jharkhand, 4.96% in Bihar, 5.05% in Kerala and 5.43% in West Bengal.

Against such poor performance, it is to the credit of BSNL if it agrees to a benchmark of 90%. However, the reasons, provided by BSNL for lowering the benchmark are not very convincing. For instance, “non-availability of the subscribers at their residences except on Sunday, where both husband and wife are working” does not seem to be a convincing reason to explain the poor performance in the States mentioned above. Similarly, in case of “address problem”, doesn’t the BSNL staff verify the address before accepting the registration form?

Finally, in case of “Technically Non-Feasible (TNF) areas”, where new connections cannot be provided within the stipulated period, such areas should be separately considered and put under the category of “exchange areas where telephone is not available on demand”. In such case, BSNL can maintain a waiting list, and release connections in a non-discriminatory manner.

With this backdrop, we do not agree with the reasons provided by BSNL for lowering the benchmark from 100% to 90%. If at all, these can be reduced by at most 1% points to 99%, but certainly not below this. 

It is also suggested that the authority analyse the various reasons provided by service providers for failing to meet the QoS benchmarks.

The TRAI, in its QoS survey results, should also mention the reasons for under-performance by various service providers.

2.2.2 Fault incidence (No. of faults/100 subs/month < 3)

It would have been advisable, if the authority had given more information on “no. of stations” vs. “no. of subscribers” issue raised by BSNL and MTNL. It is not clear, how this change affects the calculation of the parameter, and the objective, which is to be achieved through this parameter.

In the QoS performance, reported for the quarter ended 31st December 2004, it was reported that BSNL and MTNL have not met the benchmark for the parameter in any of the circles. The highest fault rate is 17.06% in MTNL, Delhi, followed by 10.82% in BSNL, Chattisgarh and 10.66% in BSNL, J&K.

Increase in fault incidence due to construction works, is acceptable. However, other reasons (use of PBX, telephone connections in slums, etc.) to support the failure in meeting the benchmark are far from convincing. 

No change is required in the present benchmark, and it should continue to be enforced. Instead, a ‘rule of reason’ approach should be applied while assessing the QoS performance of various service providers. For instance, in the present case, the poor performance of MTNL, Delhi can be considered, given the construction work going in Delhi, however, BSNL’s poor performance is not at all acceptable.

2.2.3 Mean Time to Repair (< 8 hours)

The argument for dropping this parameter is acceptable, hence it may be dropped.

2.2.4 Percentage of Repeat Faults 

We do not agree with the argument given by operators for dropping this parameter. In fact, this is an important sub-parameter in the category of “Fault Incidences”. This has been rightly pointed out in the consultation paper as well, “there could be a possibility that a fault once attended might not have been repaired to the satisfaction of the customer and he may have again complained about the fault”. This parameter should be retained, as it is a good indicator to assess the quality of repair service provided by service providers.
2.2.5 Dial tone delay

The argument for dropping this parameter is acceptable, hence it may be dropped.

2.2.6 Call Completion Rate within a local network (>65%)

We do not agree with the operators’ proposal of revising downwards the benchmark from 65% to 55%. The present benchmark should be continued.

In addition, the following parameter may be considered:

Call Completion Rate on own network vs Call Completion Rate on other service providers network

These days, consumers often find it difficult to connect to another network. For instance, it is difficult to call a BSNL number from an Airtel number and vice versa. The reasons for this is quite obvious. Given the increased incidence of such complaints, it is suggested that the authority consider defining a parameter to assess the extent of this discrimination, which is quite rampant. The benchmark for the difference should be set as “zero” i.e. the difference between the call completion rate on own network and on other service providers network should be nil.

2.2.7 Response Time to other operator assisted services

The argument for dropping this parameter is acceptable, hence it may be dropped.

2.3 Proposed Additional Parameters

The two parameters proposed to be added are acceptable. 

In addition, the authority may consider adding a parameter to capture “Call Completion Rate on own network vs Call Completion Rate on other service providers network” as discussed in response to 2.2.6 above.

Furthermore, there is no parameter to capture provision of emergency services. As per the Common Charter of Telecom Services, released recently:
“All service providers agree to allow emergency services like police, fire and ambulance for a period of 15 days during which incoming facility is allowed, if technically feasible, even after the telephone connection is suspended.”

The authority may consider defining a parameter to assess the extent to which service providers are fulfilling their commitment with respect to providing emergency services.

Mobile Service (Section 2.5 to 2.9)

2.6.1 Fault Incidence (Number of faults/100 subscribers/month) & Faults cleared within 24 hours

The argument for dropping this parameter is acceptable, hence it may be dropped.

2.6.2 Call Success Rate

The argument for replacing this parameter with a new one is acceptable.

2.7 New Parameters to be included

The parameters proposed to be added are acceptable. 

In addition, the authority may consider adding a parameter to capture “Call Completion Rate on own network vs Call Completion Rate on other service providers network” as mentioned in response to 2.2.6 above.

Furthermore, there is no parameter to capture provision of emergency services. As per the Common Charter of Telecom Services, released recently:
“All service providers agree to allow emergency services like police, fire and ambulance for a period of 15 days during which incoming facility is allowed, if technically feasible, even after the telephone connection is suspended.”

The authority may consider defining a parameter to assess the extent to which service providers are fulfilling their commitment with respect to providing emergency services.

2.9 QoS benchmarks for CDMA based cellular services

Indeed, the CDMA mobile service should have the same parameters with the same benchmarks as in the case of GSM mobile service.

2.4 & 2.8 Subjective Parameters (Basic Services, and  Mobile Service – Cellular & CDMA)

The authority should continue with the existing benchmarks, and there is no need to relax these.

Chapter 3

Empowerment of TRAI for Imposing Penalty

At the individual level, consumer can approach the consumer court to seek redressal on specific issues relating to quality of services. However, for the telecom sector as a whole, there are no effective measures to take action for poor quality of service by telecom operators. Under the circumstances, there is clearly a need for penal provisions to check poor QOS.

The existing QOS standards were finalised after extensive consultation with stakeholders, including service providers. Hence, it is surprising that the same service providers want a relaxation in these standards. Moreover, only recently, (February 2005), TRAI released a Common Charter of Telecommunication Services for adoption by all the Service Providers.  This Charter was finalised in consultation with NGOs/Consumer Advocacy Groups (CAGs) and representatives of various telecom service providers. Some relevant features from the charter are reproduced:

“All Service Providers agree to achieve the minimum benchmarks prescribed by TRAI with respect to the quality of service and also commit themselves to improve upon the standards of service at different points of time”

On one hand, service providers have agreed to achieve the QOS standards as prescribed by TRAI, at the same time they are lobbying for relaxation in the QOS benchmarks. This clearly highlights the gap between intent and practice.

The service providers do not seem to be serious about meeting the QOS benchmarks. Under the circumstances, TRAI should be given the powers to impose penalty for non-compliance of QOS standards as prescribed by the regulator.

Secondly, the quantum of penalty should be high enough to act as a credible deterrent to the service providers, to make them comply with the QOS standards.
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