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The narrative around predatory
pricing is not new to telecom
watchers. Even so, every time tel-

cos raise their pitch against their rivals,
calling theiractionspredatory, theymake
news, prompting regulators to take
notice. That’s what happened this time
too, butwith a variation.

Telcos took turns in calling out the
“predator” in a curious series of events.
Itbegan lastmonthwithBhartiAirtelalle-
ging that Reliance Jio was indulging in
predatory pricing. Airtel alleged that Jio
was offering live TV channels as part of
its bundled broadband plan. Jio said no
and in a complaint to the Telecom
RegulatoryAuthorityof India (Trai) called
Airtel’s allegation baseless. According to
Reliance, JioTVplusapp is anaggregator
forTVchannels andan interface forOTT
(over-the-top) content.

While the top two telcoswere fighting
it out, Tata Play — a direct-to-home sat-
ellitebroadcastplayer—levelledcharges
against both Airtel and Jio for predatory
tariff in their broadband plans offering
live TV channels. That’s not all. Soon
after, Vodafone Idea joined the fray in
accusing both Reliance Jio and Bharti
Airtelofpredatorypricing in their5Gdata
offering. Nevermind that Vodafone Idea
has not launched 5G services yet but it
has argued that Airtel and Jio are signifi-
cantmarketplayersand thereforecannot
offer unlimited 5G data for free. Both
Airtel and Jio have denied the allegation
and have told Trai that there’s nothing
predatory about their pricing as the 5G
userbase isvery small atpresentand that
5G offering is part of their 4G packs.
Whether it’s4Gor5G, thechargesarealso
similar till now.

Meanwhile, Trai, which has its hands
full, is reportedly getting deeper into the
current trendof telcosofferingunlimited
5G data. It may lay down some rules on
unlimited data but indications are that
theregulatorwillnotdoanything toupset
India’s growth in5G,whichwas launched
with much fanfare by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi last year. 5G is a show-
piece that is unlikely to be disturbed

ahead of so many state elections, the
General Election in 2024 and, of course,
the G-20 summit under India’s pres-
idency later this year.

Predatory pricing was a live issue
some seven years ago when Reliance Jio
entered with its disruptive tariff plans,
resulting in a dramatic change in the
pecking order of the telecom sector and
huge losses by incumbent telcos.
Vodafone Idea, which was the worst hit,
endedupat thebottomamongtheprivate
telcos with its mobile subscriber base
down to 239.96 million as of January 31,
2023, against 426.17 million for Jio and
368.89millionofBharti Airtel, according

to the latest numbers given out by Trai.
In 2016, ahead of Jio launching its

services, Bharti Airtel was on top with a
mobile subscriber market share of 24.22
per cent among a total of 12 players.
Vodafone (at that point on its own)was a
close secondwith19.16percent shareand
Idea in third position at 17.01 per cent.
Others were Reliance Communications
(Anil Ambani Group), Aircel, BSNL, Tata
Docomo, Telenor, Sistema, Videocon,
MTNL and Quadrant. Reliance Jio
launched its commercialoperations,with
free voice and data, in September 2016
and had over 72 million subscribers,
translating into6.4percentmarket share,

by the end of the year. Seven years later,
Jio isontopwith37.28percent subscriber
market share amonga total of five telcos,
followedbyBhartiAirtel at 32.27percent,
Vodafone Idea at a distant third with
20.99 per cent, BSNL at 9.2 per cent and
MTNL at 0.24 per cent.

Back then, incumbents’ allegations
against Reliance Jio over predatory pric-
ing were heard at different forums —
from Trai to Telecom Disputes
Settlement and Appellate Tribunal
(TDSAT), Competition Commission of
India (CCI) to the Bombay High Court
and SupremeCourt. The predatory pric-
ingchargedidn’tholdasRelianceJiowas
a beginner and not a dominant player at
thatpoint. In its June2017order,CCIhad
rejected Bharti Airtel’s allegations and
had said that in the absence of any dom-
inantpositionenjoyedbyReliance Jio in
the relevant market, the question of
alleged abuse does not arise.

What now in the current case since
bothJioandAirtel aredominantplayers?
Ananalystwhodidnotwish tobenamed
said that this is not a case of predatory
pricingas it’s at the same level as4Gserv-
ices.Offeringextras suchas liveTV,more
data or “unlimited data” cannot be cate-
gorisedunder predatorypricing, he said.

Dhanendra Kumar, former CCI chair-
man, told Business Standard that at this
point things are in a flux with respect to
the regulatorydomain forpredatorypric-
ing issues in the telecom sector.
TheTelecomBill,which isexpectedsoon,
shouldbringgreaterclarityonthematter,
he said. Until then, Traiwould be the go-
to regulator to settle any case on pred-
atory pricing in telecom, based on the
2018 Supreme Court judgement in the
Bharti Airtel vs CCI case in a related
matter. Kumar, who was a bureaucrat in
the Department of Telecommunications
(DoT)amongotherministriesbefore tak-
ing over as CCI chairman, pointed out
thatTraiwouldhave the first right to step
in when it’s about predatory pricing in
telecom. Any party can go to CCI for a
follow-upafter that.Evenas theproposed
Telecom Bill is expected to offer this
clarity, anexpertpanel recommendation
of 2012 oncompetition issues couldbeof
help for any future reference. The panel
had suggested mandatory consultation
betweenCCIandtheregulatorconcerned
to arrive at a “harmonious” solution.
The recently amended Competition Bill
didn’t refer to thispointbut there’saneed
for harmonious construct in the telecom
sector, according to a member of that
expert committee.

Predatory pricing is defined by an
intent of a dominant player to drive out
competitionbyofferinggoodsor services
at aprice lower than thecost. In theback-
drop of a without-quorum CCI, all eyes
areonthenewTelecomBill toenableTrai
to step inwhere itmust.

Controversial calls
on predatory pricing
Asfiercelycompetitivetelcostradechargesagain,theindustry
awaitsclarityontheregulatorydomainforthesector

>DEFINITION:Predatorypricing
impliesan intent todriveout
competitionbyofferinggoodsor
servicesataprice lower than the
cost.But, ifnotadominantplayer,
predatorypricing losesmeaning

> CURRENTPOSITION: ASupreme
Courtorderof2012saidTraihas the
power to takeacall onpredatory
pricing in the telecomsector

> COMING SOON: Thenew
TelecomBill is expected togive
power toTrai todrawupnorms in
definingpredatorypricing in the
sector. Thebill is likely tomake it
clear that CCIwon’tdefineor
investigate such issues in the
telecomsector. TheBillwouldadd
newclauses to subsection (2)of
Section11of theTraiAct to
empower the regulator

UNFAIR COMPETITION

Yourdependencyonretail,agriculture,
andMSME(RAM)is62percent.Whatis
yourstrategy?
Riskiswell-spread,whichiswhywe
continuetomaintainprofit.Retailis
growingby13percent,homeloans
(includingmortgage)by11percent,
automotiveloansby28percent,and
personalloansby46percent.
Croploansandjewelleryloansare
growingby20percent,investment
creditby30percent,andinfrastructure
by28percent.

InMSME,wehavegrownby7per
cent.Ifyoufactorintheemergency
creditlineguaranteescheme
repayment,itisagain10-11percent.
Duringthequarter,ourRAMadvances
grewby12percent.

Wehadearliergivenaloanbook
growthguidanceof12percentand
endedat14percent.Thistime,weare
givingaconservativeguidanceof10-12
percent.

Areyouseeinganystressinthe
MSMEsector?
Amajorityoftheseaccountshavecome
outofstress.Ifyouseeourtotal
slippages,ofthetotal~6,642crore
forthewholeyear,~3,000croreis
fromMSMEs.

Onthecorporatecreditside,
yousawanincreasefrom~1.5
trillionto~1.7trillioninthe
pastyear.Whatisyour
assessmentoncorporate
credit,especiallywhencredit
pricingisirrationaldueto
intensecompetitionfor
corporateadvances?
Itisshowingupas12percent,butthere
isreductioninnon-performing
assetsby~6,000-7,000croreinthe
corporatebook.Wearegettinggrowth
fromroadprojects,textile,cement,
citygasdistribution,logistics,
warehousing,housing,andnon-
bankingfinancialcompanies.

Howareyouseeingtherecovery
sideofit?
Therecoverytargetwas~8,000crorefor
2022-23(FY23).Weendedtheyearwith
abetter-than-expected~8,500crore.

Ourrecoveryismorethanour

slippages.Forthewholeyear,our
slippagewasonly~7,000crore.Inthe
January-Marchquarter,theslippages
were~2,566crore,butrecoverywas
~2,990crore.

OurrecoveryfromtheNational
CompanyLawTribunalwas~1,029
croreinFY23.Weareexpectinga
recoveryof~1,300croreinFY24.

UnderSecuritisationand
ReconstructionofFinancialAssetsand
EnforcementofSecurityInterest,we
hadarecoveryof~734crorelastyear,
against~500croreearlier,andare
expecting~800croreinFY24.

Whataboutfundraising
plans?
Wehavetakenboardapproval
toraiseequitycapital
aggregatingupto~4,000
croreand~3,000crore
tierI/IIcapital.Thebankis
adequatelycapitalised.Butin

caseofneed,wehavetaken
enablingprovisionsfromthe
boardandshareholders.

Whatwerethemajorgrowthdriversin
thefourthquarter?
Amajordriverwasanincreaseinnet
interestincome,up29percent.Non-
interestincomehasgrown27percent.
Recoveryinbaddebtup337percent.
Wehadarecoveryof~860crore,against
~197crorelastyear.Feeincomehas
grown12percent.

Moreonbusiness-standard.com

State-run Indian Bank has set a recovery target of ~8,000 crore. The bank expects a loan
book growth of 12 per cent in 2023-24 (FY24). SHANTI LAL JAIN, managing director and chief
executive officer, Indian Bank, in conversation with Shine Jacob, talks about the worries
in the micro, small and medium enterprise (MSME) segment, corporate credit growth, and
guidance for FY24. Excerpts:

SHANTI LAL JAIN
MD & CEO, Indian Bank

‘Ourrecoveryismore
thanourslippages’
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