EDITORIAL

BSNL — The Distressed Employees

Background: It is noteworthy that on October 1, 2000, the Department of Telecommunications' tel-
ecom operations and services, along with all their employees, were converted into a corporation known as
Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL). Prior to the formation of this corporation, all non-executive employ-
ees went on a complete strike for three days from September 6 to 8, 2000. This strike brought the nation's
entire communication services to a standstill. To address this situation, the central government formed a
committee of six ministers. At that time, the late Ram Vilas Paswan was the Union Minister of Communica-
tions. On September 8, 2000, an agreement was reached between the ministerial group and the leadership
of workers' unions, which included the following provisions:

1. Ensuring the financial viability of the newly formed corporation.

2. Job security for employees opting to work in the corporation from the Department of Telecommunica-
tions.

3. Employees transferring from the Department of Telecommunications to the corporation would receive
a government pension from the central treasury, combining their previous service with their tenure in BSNL.

These three issues were approved by the Union Cabinet on September 29, 2000, and published in
the Gazette of India. Assured of their future, employees enthusiastically chose to work in the corporation.
Peacefully, 375,000 employees and officers opted to join BSNL, becoming quasi-government employees
from October 1, 2000.

In the fiscal year 2004-05, BSNL earned a profit of Rs10,500 crores, and this trend continued until 2007-08.
However, profits began declining steadily after 2005, and by 2007-08, BSNL slipped into losses, marking the
beginning of hardships for its employees.

Towards a Dire Situation: Post-2008, BSNL's financial condition deteriorated continuously. How-
ever, any independent global audit would reveal that the central government's policies were the primary
reason for BSNL's financial decline. During this period of economic distress, employees faced severe
crises. While they continued fulfilling their responsibilities, they were gradually deprived of all benefits, the
most pressing issue being the long-pending wage revision effective from January 1, 2017.

Wage Revision: The wage revision for employees of all central public sector undertakings (PSUs)
is conducted based on guidelines issued by the Department of Public Enterprises (DPE), Government of
India. For the revision due from January 1, 2017, the DPE issued a circular stating that only companies with
profits for three consecutive years prior to 2017 would be eligible. Since BSNL did not meet this criterion,
its employees were denied the wage revision.

To protest this injustice, employee and officer unions united and launched continuous agitations from
June 2017. Employees argue that the government's policies are responsible for BSNL's profits or losses
and that punishing the workforce is unjust. It is well-known that the telecom sector is rapidly evolving, with
consumers demanding faster services. While private operators were allowed to launch 4G services as early
as 2012, and Reliance Jio was permitted to offer free 4G services for a year in 2016, BSNL was deliberately
deprived of this technology.

After persistent protests, the government announced a revival package for BSNL on October 21, 2019,
including eight measures, such as providing 4G spectrum at government expense and offering voluntary
retirement to employees above 50 years. However, when BSNL management submitted a proposal for 4G
technology, the Department of Telecommunications forwarded it to the PMO, which mandated that only do-
mestically manufactured 4G equipment could be used. Due to this restriction, BSNL has still not been able
to fully roll out 4G services nationwide, leading to a negligible market share in mobile services.

Justice demands that the government follow uniform policies for both private and public telecom opera-



tors. Instead, private companies were allowed to use foreign equipment, while BSNL was pushed back
under the guise of "indigenous manufacturing." Consequently, BSNL's financial condition worsened,
proving that government policies were solely responsible for its decline. Meanwhile, employees who
tirelessly kept BSNL operational were denied their rightful wage revision, citing the company's losses.

Impact of Non-Revision of Wages: As per government rules, employees of PSUs are entitled
to an annual increment of 3% of their basic pay. However, over 60% of BSNL employees have been
deprived of this benefit for the past 8—10 years, forcing them to work on stagnant salaries. Unions have
repeatedly highlighted this anomaly to the government and BSNL management, but the authorities
remain indifferent.

Medical Facilities: After BSNL's formation, management took full responsibility for employees'
and their dependents' medical needs. However, in reality, numerous obstacles have been created,
leaving employees and their families to fend for themselves.

Promotion Status: For non-executive employees, promotions are governed by two systems:
(1) Time-bound financial upgradation.
(2) Promotions through internal competitive exams.

The first system has failed, providing no benefits to employees. As for the second, promotion ex-
ams are not being conducted in over 50% of states due to a lack of vacancies.

Welfare Schemes: Employees had secured certain benefits through struggles, such as com-
passionate appointments for dependents in case of an employee's death during service. However, this
provision was discontinued in 2018.

Sports and Cultural Activities:Contrary to national policy, BSNL management has indefinitely
suspended all sports and cultural activities. While the central government promotes such activities,
BSNL's blanket ban is unjustifiable.

Festival Advance: Around 50% of BSNL employees were originally recruited by the government
and were entitled to a festival advance, recoverable in ten installments. This benefit was later extended
to BSNL-recruited employees but has now been completely withdrawn. As a result, employees must
take loans to celebrate festivals.

The list of grievances is long and cannot be fully enumerated here. The central question is:
Why is the government reneging on its written commitments to employees and ignoring their
pleas? Are BSNL employees not citizens of a democratic nation? If they are, why are they being
treated as stepchildren?

The truth is that history teaches us that employees have always secured their rights through
struggle. Now, the government is suppressing their voices. The call of the hour is to unite, rise
above political interference, and fight collectively for our rights and BSNL's survival. Only then can
a new dawn emerge for employees.

The National Federation of Telecom Employees (NFTE)-BSNL was the first to champion em-
ployees' job security and welfare schemes. Therefore, let us move forward with unity to safeguard
our livelihoods and BSNL's future.

Long Live NFTE!
Long Live Employee Unity
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