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 In post-noon trade, stocks of Bharti Airtel, Idea Cellular and 

Reliance Communications were sharply down 1.8%, 3.5% and 

2.5% respectively.
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Government mulls Swachch Bharat levy on telcos' airwaves 
usage fees; stocks slump

NEW DELHI: The Cabinet has asked the telecom department to examine if it can impose a 

cess on the annual spectrum usage charge (SUC) that telcos pay for the Swachch Bharat

campaign, a move which could increase outgo of carriers already saddled with large debt 

and looking at potentially bruising auctions in February.

According to an internal note from a Cabinet meeting held earlier this week, the telecom 

department (DoT) has been asked to bring a proposal by January 15, as per which telcos 

could be levied the fee to be added to the Swachch Bharat fund. In post-noon trade, stocks 

of Bharti Airtel, Idea Cellular and Reliance Communications were sharply down 1.8%, 3.5% 

and 2.5% respectively on the Bombay Stock Exchange, underperforming a flattish broad 

market.

Swachch Bharat is India's biggest ever cleanliness drive which was launched by Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi on October 2 last year under which the government intends to 

ensure sanitation for all country residents, besides cleanliness of streets, roads and public 

infrastructure.

At present, the government is accepting monetary donations from private and public 

including philanthropic contributions and Corporate Social Responsibility ( CSR) funds to 

finance sanitation activities.

However, any move to impose an additional levy on the annual charges for using airwaves 

by telecom companies would hit a raw nerve as carriers are preparing to go into a critical 

airwaves auction in the coming months and have urged the government to lower the reserve 

prices and sell more airwaves to lower competitive intensity.

Telcos currently pay a flat 5% of annual revenue as SUC for spectrum bought through 

auctions. A weighted average formula is used to levy SUC on telcos who have both 

auctioned as well as government allotted bandwidth, without auctions. Holders of broadband 

wireless access, or 4G, spectrum, pay 1% of annual revenue as SUC.

With telcos already reeling under debt of Rs 250,000 crore, telcos including Bharti Airtel, Vodafone India and Idea Cellular among others 

say that higher spectrum prices will lead to rise in mobile call rates and data usage charges. And experts fear the additional levy will push 

up costs, and consequently call and data rates further. India has among the world's lowest call and data rates.

The Cabinet on January 5 approved a reserve price of Rs 3,646 crore pan-India per MHz in 800 MHz, Rs 3,980 crore for 900 MHz band 

pan India excluding Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, and J&K and Rs 2,191 crore pan India (excluding Maharashtra and West Bengal) in 1800 

MHz band.

The government will also auction 3G spectrum in upcoming auction and is working to determine it base price. India's regulator had 

recommended a base price at Rs 2,720 crore per MHz, while an internal DoT committee is believed to have suggested fixing base price of 

3G spectrum at Rs 3,899 crore per megahertz, about 43% higher than the Trai rate.
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