BSNL's rural WiMax roll-out hits a bump
(New Delhi/Mumbai, Jan. 20 ,Thomas K. Thomas,Adith Charlie)

Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd's Rs 1,000-crore rural WiMax project has hit a bump with its (BSNL's) internal vigilance officer putting a stay on giving the project to one of the four shortlisted bidders.

The Hyderabad-based Vippalamritha Magnetic Components Ltd (VMC), which had emerged the fourth lowest bidder for the project, has been put under scanner for alleged evasion of duties by its parent company while importing equipment for an earlier BSNL contract.

The Directorate of Revenue Intelligence has also issued a show cause notice to Prithvi Information Solution, the parent company of VMC, for the alleged non-payment of duties.

“Since the investigation in this case is going on, it was requested that no order should be placed at this juncture with VMC,” stated an internal BSNL note.

The company has, however, refuted the allegations on grounds that the rules were being wrongly interpreted. VMC has told BSNL that similar recovery notices had been issued by DRI to other telecom players, which were subsequently stayed by the courts.

The issue could once again halt BSNL's WiMax roll out plans although the PSU has the option of giving the contract to the Spanco-Samsung alliance, as the next lowest bidder after VMC. Sources indicated that the Samsung-Spanco combine is ready to match Gemini's bid price of Rs 983 crore. However, the final decision on this issue will be taken only after investigations against VMC and Prithvi are completed.

Chennai-based Gemini Communications, Chinese equipment maker ZTE, and the US-based Harris Stratex were the other vendors that had emerged the lowest bidders for the supply of 7,000 WiMax base stations to BSNL in the rural areas.

A total of seven companies had put in their bids for the project, of which the lowest four were to be picked for the contract. The project envisages covering 2.5 lakh blocks across the country, whereby BSNL wants to set up Common Service Centres.

