EGoM split over auction of number of 3G slots
(16 Jan 2010, 0101 hrs IST, Joji Thomas Philip, ET Bureau)
NEW DELHI: The nine-member empowered group of ministers (EGoM) headed by finance minister Pranab Mukherjee is divided on the number of slots of 

	


third generation (3G) spectrum that should be auctioned, and the latest development may push the sale process to the next fiscal. 

Currently, all services offered by Indian telcos, except select offerings by BSNL and MTNL, are done using second-generation (2G) networks, which largely cater to the voice market. Third generation services were originally scheduled to be launched in India in 2007, but have been repeatedly delayed, amid troubles over freeing up spectrum and setting bid prices. 

First launched in Japan in May 2001, the services are available in over 90 countries. Europe unveiled its first fourth generation (4G) network last month, and other global communication companies such as Verizon in the US and Japan’s NTT DoCoMo are also slated to launch services on this platform within the next couple of months. 

According to the minutes of the EGoM’s latest meet earlier this week (a copy of which is available with ET), a section of the inter-ministerial panel was of the view that three slots could be put up for sale in addition to the one reserved for state-owned telcos BSNL and MTNL, thereby ensuring that a total of four service providers offered this high-end service in the country. But, some members of the panel wanted four slots to be auctioned to private operators, at least in the metros to avoid what they termed an ‘oligopolistic structure’. 

The EGoM had met on Tuesday to debate the communications ministry’s move to restrict the number of slots for private operators in the upcoming auction to just three. This was because, DoT in its draft notice for inviting applications for the spectrum sale had said the auction process must be limited to three GSM private operators, while also adding that successful bidders must make full payments for the airwaves before the financial year end. The minutes of this meet, also add 3G airwaves will be awarded simultaneously to all successful bidders. 

As reported first by ET, the EGoM also decided that four slots of 3G airwaves could be put up for sale to private telecom operators, if the communications ministry and the armed forces can solve their differences relating to the 3G airwaves allotted to BSNL. 

This is because, the armed forces maintain that in five circles — Punjab, West Bengal, Himachal Pradesh, Bihar and Assam, the 3G frequency given to BSNL falls outside this coordinated band. They also add the airwaves given to BSNL were part of the spectrum that belonged to the defence, which they planned to vacate for commercial telephony. 

While members of the EGoM suggested the possibility of the communications ministry allocating new 3G airwaves to BSNL in a different band, the move was opposed by the representative of the armed forces during Tuesday meet. This led to a further complications, as some members of the EGoM wanted the communications and defence ministries rework the MoU that had entered into last year, the minutes of Tuesday’s meet add. 

Any move to rework the MoU will further delay the vacation of 3G spectrum by the armed forces by several months resulting in a proportional delay in the sale of these radio frequencies to private operators. 

As per the MoU entered into by both the ministries earlier this year, DoT is scheduled to build on alternate network fibre optic cable for the armed forces, which would enable the latter to move a bulk of their communication requirements to this network, thus freeing up airwaves for commercial telephony. 

The MoU had also stipulated that the forces will release up to 45 MHz of radio frequencies over a three-year period, of which 25 MHz would for the 3G services and the rest for 2G, the airwaves on which all communications services in the country are currently offered. The MoU also added that the defence forces will release two blocks (10 MHz) of 3G airwaves and one block of 2G frequencies immediately, while the remaining would be released over a three-year time frame. 

