MUMBAI: In yet another setback to its international expansion plans, Bharat Sanchar Nigam (BSNL) has lost the bid for managing telecom networks of 

	


the Ethiopian Telecommunications Corp (ETC), a state monopoly in the African nation. 

“BSNL had bid aggressively for the contract, but lost to France Telecom,” sources familiar with the development told ET. They said although BSNL had made a financially better offer than France Tele, it did not qualify on some other criteria, including operational performance in the domestic market. 

Also, Ethiopia has earlier worked with France in 1903 when its communications functions was under the Palace Administration. At that time, experts from France suggested that telephone, posts and telegraph should be organised under one ministry, which later became ETC. That seemed to have worked in favour of France Telecom, said sources. 

BSNL had bid to manage ETC’s networks on behalf of the Ethiopian government, outline business growth strategies and manage the operations of the company. 

BSNL CMD Kuldeep Goyal said the PSU could have made the lowest bid, but in the overall evaluation process, financial component was not the sole criteria. “We understand that other key elements of the evaluation process are equally important for the host country while shortlisting a bidder,” he told ET, but did not elaborate. 

BSNL has been losing market share on its home turf to private operators as it struggles with red tapism. Its $10-billion tender for 93 million GSM lines has been put on hold, hurting its ability to expand and rope in subscribers. 

For BSNL, however, the loss of ETC contract is not the end of its African dream. Mr Goyal has reiterated many times that the company is looking at small buys in Africa. “We do not take this as a setback. It is a part of the overseas business acquisition process and we are prepared to absorb such decisions. It is not going to dampen our enthusiasm in making further efforts in international markets,” Mr Goyal said. “We will continue to explore international opportunities,” he added. 

While he did not provide details of the contract citing a confidentiality agreement, sources said it was based on a fixed fee and a revenue sharing basis. 

“If BSNL had won the ETC bid, it would have been a springboard to launch into the African market. It would have been a long term opportunity for us,” he said. 

Apart from Ethiopia, BSNL is also in talks for acquiring 70% stake in Zambia Telecom. It is among the four short-listed bidders for that company. BSNL was earlier in talks to pick up a stake in Essar’s Kenyan telecom venture, which operates under brand Yu. It is not known if those talks are still on. Late last year, BSNL also pulled out of talks to acquire Kuwait’s Zain telecom, citing lack of clarity on certain parameters besides valuation differences. 

