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India may be the only place on the 
planet where the information high-
way has spawned an actual highway: 

Chennai’s IT Expressway, an eight-
lane toll road built so that workers can 
easily commute to the city’s booming 
software and call-center district. An 
elevated commuter railway runs along-
side it. Trains go by, bulging with pas-
sengers – easy to see because they speed 
by with their doors open. The Chennai 
campus of the famed Indian Institute of 
Technology is at the northern end of the 
road, along with two dozen other col-
leges and universities.

The country has just auctioned off 
3G and 4G spectrum and expects to have 
75 million subscribers by 2015. Most 
families now have at least one 2.5G cell 
phone; there are about 400 million cel-
lular subscribers, with 10 million added 
each month. 

“The India telecom market will 
transform from a voice-centric industry 
to a data economy,” says Adlane Fellah, 
research director at Canadian research 
firm Maravedis.

This cellular strategy is key to fiber 
to the home. With twice as many cellu-
lar customers as the United States has in 
one-thirteenth the land area, the country 
is densely packed with cell sites. Between 
the fiber-fed cell sites and the fiber-fed 
nodes of Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limit-
ed’s (BSNL’s) nearly completed, 700-city 
ADSL2+ build, fiber trunk is just about 
everywhere. BSNL intends to become In-
dia’s first major FTTH provider by turn-
ing cell sites into local POPs and config-
uring hookups as self-healing loops from 
site to site. But although BSNL (which is 

government-owned but no longer a state 
monopoly) is the nation’s largest landline 
operator, with 50 million households, it 
lags in cellular. Eventually, it will have to 
lease access to many of those sites from 
other operators.

On a recent visit to the United States, 
Kuldeep Goyal, chairman and manag-
ing director of BSNL, said that by 2011, 
up to 5 percent of all Indian households 
would be passed by FTTH. That would 
be more than 20 million homes and is 
plainly ridiculous. But even the actual-
ity is amazing.

BSNL is offering FTTH on a take-
or-pay basis to greenfield and fairly new 
apartment blocks and gated communi-
ties with at least 50 dwelling units. De-
velopers and homeowner associations 

are scrambling to get onto the build list. 
One such community in Chennai has 
6,000 dwelling units. The first builds 
were announced in Hyderabad (85 sites) 
in February, Jaipur in March and Chen-
nai in August. BSNL plans to build 
FTTH networks in 25 cities across In-
dia by 2012, with 2 million subscribers. 
Subscribers will get GPON services up 
to 100 Mbps (maybe more; the official 
tariff offers up to 2 Gbps). BSNL sees 
IPTV as the revenue driver but expects 
to implement other consumer services as 
well, such as smart-grid energy conser-
vation schemes.

Rajeev Agrawal, general manager 
of BSNL’s Hyderabad telecom opera-
tion, says, “Instead of installing copper 
lines for new apartments, we can install 
FTTH wherever it is feasible. If there 
is a demand for FTTH in the existing 
buildings, we will definitely replace 
the existing copper wire network with 
FTTH.” BSNL will also serve busi-
nesses – Agrawal says BSNL has demon-
strated fiber to scores of large enterprises 
in Hyderabad alone and has received an 
enthusiastic response.

Contracts for the first phase of the 
25-city build, to 500,000 subscrib-
ers, are already being awarded. Sterlite 
Technologies snagged the first big one, 
for $77 million. For security reasons, 
BSNL wants to avoid Chinese equip-
ment providers.  BBP

India: Where US Vendors  
Can Find New Business
FTTH is becoming part of the Indian broadband mix  
by piggybacking on mobile services.

About the Author
Contact the Hawk at steve@broadbandproperties.com. See his latest post, on math 
errors in the National Broadband Plan, at the Editor’s Blog, www.bbpmag.com


