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Before Parliament
Save BSNL! Save the nation!
Soon after the introduction of Neo-Liberal policies in 1991, the government brought drastic changes in the telecom sector also. The “National Telecom Policy” was introduced in 1995. Prior to the introduction of this policy, the government alone was providing telecommunication services. But, as per the National Telecom Policy 1995, private companies were also made eligible to provide telecommunication services. The government justified this by stating that, the private companies would supplement its efforts to provide telephone connections on demand. Further, it also stated that providing “world class services at affordable rates” was its goal.

Whatever be the excuses of the government of India, fact remains that the NTP 1995 is the blue print for handing over the Indian telecom sector to the private corporates. This was proved by the subsequent developments. In 1995, private companies were issued with licences for providing telecommunication services. It included permission to start the mobile service also. This was the beginning of the mobile era in India. However, permission was given only to the private companies to start mobile service. The Department of Telecommunications, which was the government service provider during that period, was not given the license to start mobile service. Only in 2002, licence was given to BSNL for starting mobile service. Issuing of mobile licence to the government service provider was consciously delayed by the government, to benefit the private telecom companies. 
At the time of giving licences to the private telecom companies in 1995, the then Telecom Minister, Shri Sukh Ram, announced that the government would get a revenue of Rs.1,25,000 as licence fee, from the private telecom companies. However, from 1995 to 1999, the private telecom companies did not pay any licence fee to the government. They were complaining that the licence fee was very exorbitant. Instead of strict measures to collect the licence fee, the then BJP led NDA government of Atal Behari Vajpayee shifted the then telecom minister who threatened the private telecom companies of cancellation of their licences if they did not pay the fee! This was followed by waiving the entire licence fee arrears amounting to thousands of crores of rupees. 

Further, the government announced the policy decision that, instead of paying the already determined fixed licence fee, the private telecom companies should pay a paltry percentage of their revenue as licence fee. This is a very big concession given by the government to the private telecom companies. Thus, whatever pro-private policy initiated by the Congress government was meticulously followed by the BJP led government. 

In fact, the BJP led NDA government of Vajpayee implemented the neoliberal policies more vigorously in the telecom sector. Videsh Sanchar Nigam Ltd (VSNL) was a public sector company, which was providing overseas communications. It was sold to the Tatas at a throwaway price. Today, the entire overseas communications is being controlled by the private telecom companies and the government sector has no stake in it. 

The then BJP led government extended its best support to the private companies. In those days, telecom companies needed to obtain separate licenses for providing land line and mobile services. Reliance Infocom, a company owned by the Ambanis, had only landline license. But, they manipulated the technology and provided full- fledged mobile service, with countrywide roaming. This was a serious violation of the license conditions; the license of Reliance Infocom should have been cancelled. Instead of doing that, the then BJP led government rescued the Ambanis. The then telecom minister Pramod Mahajan introduced a new concept called Unified Access License. According to this, telecom companies could provide both landline and mobile services with a single license. 

Despite the head start provided to the private telecom companies, within a very short time, BSNL established itself as a dominant player in the mobile segment also. By December, 2004, BSNL’s mobile customer base equalled the customer base of Airtel. It is very pertinent to mention that, despite severe competition from private telecom companies, in the year 2004 – 05, BSNL earned a net profit of Rs.10000 crores.
However, conspiracy was hatched by the private operators to scuttle the growth of BSNL. To fulfil their desire, in 2007, the then Congress led UPA I government cancelled BSNL’s tender to procure 45 million line equipments for the expansion of its mobile network. 
The present BJP government led by Prime Minister Modi is also making all out efforts to eliminate BSNL, with a view to help the corporates to monopolise the entire telecom market. If this happens, it will be disastrous to the common man of the country. The unabashed support being extended by the government, to Mukesh Ambani’s Reliance Jio, which is adopting predatory pricing, has put the entire telecom industry in turmoil. Reliance Jio is offering voice call and data at very cheap rates, only to force other telecom operators to close down their shops. Thus, India’s richest man is using his huge financial muscle to finish off competition in the telecom industry. Many small telecom companies have already closed down. Unable to bear the brunt, even multinational company, Vodafone, has decided to merge with another Indian corporate - Idea Cellular. If this trend continues, only one or two telecom companies would remain. After monopolising the telecom industry, Reliance Jio will show its real face, by increasing call and data charges many times.

 

Prime Minsiter Modi openly and unabashedly supported Mukesh Ambani’s attempts to monopolise the telecom sector in our country. In an advertisement released by Reliance Jio, Modi was seen with folded hands appealing to the people to avail the services of Reliance Jio. A Prime Minister of a country, which has a public sector telecom company serving the people, appealing to the people to avail the services of a private company, in an advertisement released by that private company! The BJP government has also unceremoniously removed from office the Secretary of the Department of Telecommunications, for opposing the predatory pricing of Reliance Jio.

The BJP government of Modi is also trying to eliminate BSNL by breaking it in to pieces. In September, 2017, the union cabinet decided to form a subsidiary tower company of BSNL. According to this, BSNL’s 70,000 mobile towers would be taken away and hived off to the subsidiary tower company. Contrary to the government’s argument that this would lead to efficient management of the towers, this measure would in fact weaken BSNL. It is really meant to privatise the mobile towers through strategic sale sooner or later. It is an arrogant move of the Modi government to make BSNL a lame duck. The government has got no right to snatch away BSNL’s mobile towers, since all these towers have been installed without any government help, and through the sweat and blood of the workers. If its 70,000 mobile towers are taken away from BSNL, the Company would lose its major source of revenue, and would ultimately become sick. This is what exactly the Modi government wants.

From 2006 to 2012, almost all the tenders floated by BSNL to procure equipments for its network expansion were cancelled by the government, to benefit the private operators. Since, BSNL was not able to expand its network for 6 long years, its quality of service was severely affected and customers started leaving. The private companies took full advantage of the situation, and captured the entire mobile Market.
BSNL has incurred losses because of the government’s refusal, for five years, to allow it to procure equipment for its network expansion However, the continuous united struggles, as well as the movements launched by the employees and officers, are keeping BSNL as a vibrant public sector company. In 2017, BSNL recorded higher customer growth rate than Airtel, Vodafone and Idea Cellular.
The BSNL employees have been consistently fighting against all moves to privatise the BSNL. The various attempts, by successive governments at the centre, during the last 18 years to privatise BSNL through disinvestment have been defeated by the united struggles of the employees. Even today, BSNL remains a 100% government company. All the unions of workers and officers of BSNL are conducting relentless joint struggles under the banner of ‘The All Unions and Associations of BSNL’ (AUAB). Many united strikes have taken place to stop formation of the subsidiary tower company. The AUAB is determined to save and strengthen BSNL as a public sector company. 
The unions and associations of the workers and officers of BSNL have also conducted numerous united struggles, pressurising the government to allow BSNL to procure equipments for its network expansion. As a result of these struggles, BSNL was able to procure equipments from 2013 onwards. Together with this, the unions and associations conducted various movements to improve the quality of BSNL’s services. In 2011, they launched the Customer Delight Movement. They took up activities to boost the customer base. In January, 2016, the unions and associations launched another movement called the Service with a Smile. These efforts have led to improvement in the condition of BSNL, which has been earning operational profit since 2014-15.

However, dismantling of BSNL is not the concern of the BSNL employees alone. It will have disastrous consequences for the common people of our country. Today access to telecom services and data has become one of the important needs of the people. The government cannot leave the common people to the mercy of private corporates and monopolies, to avail these essential services. Hence all sections of workers and common people must join the struggle to save BSNL and the people’s right to affordable data and telecom services. 
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is to save the BSNL and the public sector. It is to demand reversal of the neoliberal regime of handing over the public sector, the people’s wealth to the private corporates, domestic and foreign.
Unite! Fight!

· Against governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%

