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Telecom tower biz to see
high frequency battle

Independent giants set to challenge telcos’ dominance

SURAJEET DAS GUPTA &
ISHITA RUSSELL
New Delhi, 29 March

telecom tower-trans-
ission business is go-
ing to see a shake-up with

cash-rich and independent
companies moving in with ag-
gressive plans.

So far, the telecom firms
have been the dominant play-
ers in owning or managing the
tower infrastructure compa-

¢ nies. Such firms, like Indus
Towers {in which Vodafone-
Essar, Bharti Airtel and Idea
Cellular are equity partners),
Rediance Infratel and Bharti In-
fratel, currently command
over %0 per cent share in the
200,000 tower market

Flexing their muscles now
are independent giants such
as American Tower Corpora-

¢ tion (ATC), Quippo Telecom
: and GTL Infrastructure, ag-
¢ gressively grabbing a sub-
: stantial chunk of the new busi-
ness from over half a dozen en-
| trant operators rolling out mo-
bile services. In the next three
! to four years, telecom compa-
nies (telcos) will need anoth-
er 100,000 towers, and the
industry estimates that at Jeast
60 per cent of this will be built
by independent ope:

Just last year, man)
spun off their tower business in-
toa separite entity, to get better
valuation for their assets. And
with the government allowing
sharing of towers to reduce
telcos’ capital expenditure, they
saw potential in making money
by renting out space in the tow-
ers fo their competitors, as well
as to the new licensees.

But now, independent tow-
er companies are challeng-
ing their plans. And unlike the
six-seven smaller independent
tower players, which are lim-
ited in size, the new boys think
big. A week eartier, ATC, which
began operations only a few
months ago, bought over in-

provider Xeel Tele-
com, reportedly for Rs 700
crore, Xcel has around 1,700
towers; ATC has already tied-
up with a new mobile opera-
tor to provide the services,

Amit Sharma, executive vice-

- president of ATC, said : “We will
concentrate on some circles and
provide quality service, Wee have
$1 billion of cash, so building
new tOWers or acquiring com-
panies is not a problem.”

Mumbsi-based GTL, which
currently owns 9,000 towers
across the country, is putting
in $1.8 billion to expand ca-
pacity nearly three-fold, to
25,000 towers by the end of

2011-12. And it has an ambi-

tious target — to grab 15 per
cent of the new , which
will be ge-nd'ralod from the new
operators. Prakash Ranjalkar,
its chief operating officer, said:
“We expect our tenancy (op-

INTHE NEXT THREE TO FOUR YEARS, TELECOM COMPANIES WILL NEED ANOTHER
100,000 TOWERS, AND THE INDUSTRY ESTIMATES THAT AT LEAST 60 PER CENT OF
THIS WILL BE BUILT BY INDEPENDENT OPERATORS

erators using the same tow-
er) average to go up from 1.4
currently to 2.2, with business
ast three of the
licencees rolling out service
Quippo Telecom Infra-
structure Lid {in .\!m hTata

infrastructure and took a 49
per cent stake) is upping the
number of towers three-fold,
from 21,000 to 60,000 by March
2011, with an investment tag
of $1.7 billion. It has already
grabbed contracts from the
new players, Unitech-Telenor,
Sistema-Shyam, STel, Etisalat-
Swan Telecom and the Dhoot-
controlled Datacom

The attraction for new play-
ers to seek independent tower
operators is that the latter are
ready to cater to their spe
ic needs - hu:l:kmglmmnmm
suit a new rollout, unlike tele-
com operators who cater to
their own expansion

Rajiv Bawa, executive di-
rector of Unitech Wireless, a

4 er in the mobile space
that is rolling out pan-Indian

services, said: “The independ-
ent tower companies can build
to suit our needs and can de-

ploy Ir\mr'r\ where it suits us

tive of another telca, which is
rolling out pan-Indian servic
es: “There is a clear conflict
of interest. Incumbent telco-
led tower operators will baulk
your entry and delay you as
much as possible. So, we have
gone only to independent op-
erators.”

Operators say it s also cheap-
er o go to the independents than
to the telco-led players SSines

that helps

us to lower our capex and op-

ﬂmm our cast, which aulgs

co-led tower companies might
not have the capacity to serve
new players, as they would re-
quire capacity for their own 3G
rollouts, which provides them
with ansttiractive opportinity.

But telco-controllid tower
operators dispute all this. Apart
from unmatched coverage
(about 60-70 per cent of India},
they say the built-to-suit mod-
el offered by the new operators
is too expensive and does not
work. Indus Towers, with over
70,000 towers, said it expected
40 per cent of its business to
come from new operators and
the rest from their stakehold-
ers. And they have enough
space to offer others. “Our cur-
rent towers can take about two
players on an average, but the
new towers that we are de-
playing right now can take up
to five . No one wants
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Independent operators like
ATC’s Sharma also say the tel-

the bLlJII-Il) -sult model, as it costs
the operators twice as much,
unless it is based in a very strate-
gic location,” averred Sunil Ran
ka, chief financial officer of In-
dus Towers.



