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SECTION 1 
 

OUR GENERAL OBSERVATIONS AND COMMENTS ON THE ENTIRE REPORT 
 
 
To begin with, let us examine the aims and objectives of the initiative. Serial 1.1 of the 
Consultation Report states:   
 
„„The aim of the assignment is to establish a robust regulatory framework for ILDTS that does 
not artificially constrain licensees and enables them to develop affordable and widely-available 
services to meet the needs of corporate customers and consumers throughout Bangladesh‟‟.   

 
We clearly understand the aims and objectives of the review and we also regurgitate on 

establishing „„a robust regulatory framework for ILDTS that does not artificially constrain 

licensees‟‟. The licensed IGW Operators would not endorse any „artificial constraints‟ 

that are contradictory to or deviation from the provisions of their respective licenses. All 

the IGW Operators (and other concerned service providers) chose to enter a highly 

competitive telecommunication service business with colossal investments and 

substantial obligations based on the conditions they were bound by their licenses. Any 

disruption, even in the form of „disruptive innovation‟ with all the good intentions, may 

alight as „constraint‟ if it creates new challenges for them. American scholar Clayton M. 

Christensen famously defines „disruptive innovation‟ as a term of innovation that creates 

a new market and value network and eventually (and unexpectedly) disrupts an existing 

market and value network, displacing established market leading firms, products, and 

alliances. We sincerely hope that our members are not exposed to any disruptive 

mutation which may, unexpectedly, turn out to be counterproductive for Bangladesh. 

If the proposed changes of the ILDTS policy, as projected under objective, „„enables the 

licensees to develop affordable and widely-available services to meet the needs of 

corporate customers and consumers throughout Bangladesh‟‟ we would be welcoming 

that. We may, however, adjoin the adjective „more‟ before „affordable and widely-

available services‟ of the aims and objectives. 

 

1.3 Consultation Responses: „As is normal in this kind of exercise, opinions were submitted on 

both sides – supporting the status quo and supporting a move to unified licensing.  The views 

that were expressed obviously served the commercial interests of the respondents, but some 

also provided justifications based on the overall economic and societal interests of Bangladesh. 

Whilst  all respondents share the overall vision of an open, converged and competitive market, 

concerns were expressed about the implications of moving too quickly from the current ILDTS 

Policy.  Some respondents saw this transition as undermining investments that have been made 

as well as threatening jobs; however, others see the possibility of convergence bringing further 

investment, greater efficiencies, and improved price/performance of services‟.     

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clayton_M._Christensen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clayton_M._Christensen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clayton_M._Christensen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innovation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_(economics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_network
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It is only logical to expect views that served the commercial interests of the 

respondents. It is obvious that the very existence of the respondents rely on the 

commercial successes irrespective of their personal views on social responsibilities. As 

„„Some respondents saw this transition as undermining investments that have been 

made as well as threatening jobs; however, others see the possibility of convergence 

bringing further investment, greater efficiencies, and improved price/performance of 

services‟‟ – we must be absolutely sanguine about the plausible outcome. We must 

avert a transition if it undermines investments that have been made and threatens jobs 

that the industry has so diligently created. 

 

1.4 Recommendations: The current ILDTS Policy in Bangladesh has been successful in that, it 

has created competition in the provision of infrastructure and services and enabled the 

development of indigenous telecommunications companies.  However, the policy has also 

created structural inefficiencies through the artificial limitations of each license and, perhaps 

even more significantly, through the proliferation in the number of licenses issued. 

 

We are somewhat in alignment with the statement mentioned above, especially the fact 

that the current ILDTS policy has enabled the development of indigenous 

telecommunication companies. All these companies that sprung out of the existing 

framework are by the Bangladeshis with local talents and work forces.  

The „structural inefficiencies through artificial limitations of each license and through 

proliferation in the number of licenses issued‟ are debatable. The service-specific 

licensing regime existed everywhere, even in developed economies, without any 

perception of „artificial limitations‟. It is true that many have migrated to a more simplified 

and unified regime, but the underlying complexities may have varied widely. The 

existing complexity in Bangladesh may deem unique to some extent and may deserve 

unique considerations too.  

The number of licenses issued is a matter for the regulator to ponder on. Based on 

ILDTS Policy 2007, only 4 IGW, 3 ICX and 2 IIG licenses were issued. The licensing 

process was through open auctions, where each aspirant company had to justify to the 

regulator that their bidding numbers would not contradict with their financial sustenance. 

The then regulatory management decided to keep the number of licenses under tight 

grip. But later on, a different team of regulators issued a very large number of licenses. 

We can safely assume that in both exercise, the authority had their own justifications. 

 

A four-stage roadmap is recommended:  
  
Stage 1: consolidation within existing licence categories   
Stage 2: development of strong competition rules   
Stage 3: voluntary transition to three new licence categories   
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 Class Licence (or possibly a General Authorisation1) for Retail Service Provision;  

 A Class Licence (or possibly Individual Licences) for facilities-based International Network 
Services;  

 Individual Licences (or possibly a Class Licence) for facilities-based National Network 
Services.  

  
Stage 4: the three new licence categories become the only available options upon expiry of the 
licences issued under the current ILDTS regime.   

 

We recommend the proposed „stage 2‟ to precede stage 1.  The need for a strong 

competition policy and effective measures are imperative irrespective of Bangladesh 

moving to a new unified regime. If the proposed changes ultimately take place, one of 

the major concerns will be uneven playing field where some entities will surely become 

significant market player (SMP). Since SMP equates to the concept of dominance, it 

implies that it has the ability to operate with complete disregard for the competitive 

process.  

An important part of BTRC's work is to regulate the commercial behaviour of dominant 

telecommunications operators who may have a potentially harmful influence on 

competition and consumers. BTRC should carry out market reviews on a regular basis 

to establish whether any particular operator is dominant or, has significant market 

power. It is well understood that an operator is deemed to have SMP if either 

individually or jointly with others, it enjoys a position equivalent to dominance, a position 

of economic strength affording it the power to behave to an appreciable extent 

independently of competitors, customers and ultimately consumers. 

BTRC should take into consideration the ability of a Licensed Operator to influence 

market conditions, its turnover relative to the size of the market, its control of the means 

of Access to Users, its financial resources and its experience of providing products and 

services in the market. 

Assessing the existence of SMP or dominance in the market is not just about market 

shares. Other indicators need to be considered in order to determine whether an 

operator possesses either form of market power. Indeed, the Telecommunications Law 

lays out specific indicators which should be considered when assessing SMP, namely: 

 a firm‟s turnover relative to the size of the market; 

 its control of the means of Access to Users; 

 its financial resources; and 

 its experience of providing products and services in the market. 

Needless to mention that if an operator has access to important assets or resources 

which others are excluded from, and these assets or resources cannot reasonably be 

replicated, this will provide them with a strong advantage. This will therefore make it 

difficult for other smaller entities to compete. Important assets include owning an access 
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network, controlling access to customers, having a highly developed distribution and 

sales network and owning spectrum licences. 

Also, an existing operator may have better access to finance, due to its track record or 

by virtue of its longer presence in the market or its size. It could therefore be difficult for 

others to obtain the necessary financial backing to sustain in the market. 

We should also be careful about Economies of Scope. Economies of Scope occur when 

the average costs of producing a product or service are lower when it is produced jointly 

with another product or service than if it is produced separately. This may be due to the 

use of certain common production processes, the costs of which can then be spread 

across both products. 

As for consolidation recommendation stipulated in „stage-1‟, the answer is somewhat 

addressed in serial 1.5 (Consolidation under current structure). The report recognises 

the creation of a separate layer by the IGW operators „to assure the incoming and 

outgoing traffic, to maintain proper distribution of traffic and to proper distribution of 

revenue‟. That additional layer can be seen as a consolidation effort which was 

voluntarily embraced by the IGW Operators. Similarly the ICXs are connected to a 

common point of interconnection with the ANSs and IGWs. As such, the exercise of 

consolidation, which already is in place to some extent, may be formalised after 

addressing more pressing issues. 

 

1.6 Regulatory Requirements 

As mentioned previously, suggested activities under stage-1 (Promulgating regulations 

to remove all requirements restricting licensees from offering voice or data services and 

adapt licences as required and promulgating regulations to remove the requirement for 

ANS to distribute traffic between all ICX and IGW, and adapt licences as required) may 

commence at a later stage once the regulator is prepared with all policies, guidelines, 

regulatory strength/capacity  and a clear decision on the number and types of licenses. 

We fully agree with the activities of stage-2 (which should precede stage-1) except 

„Prepare and issue licences for INS, NNS and RSP‟ – which should be moved under 

stage-3 activities. 

 

3.1.1 Respondents’ Comments section of the report is interesting. It has correctly 

brought out the essence. It says: „behind this unanimity lies a fundamental divergence 

of views‟:    

• One group considers this vision as “good in theory but destructive in reality” or “not 

indispensible at this moment” and the industry should “should be allowed to flourish without 

introduction of unhealthy regimes that may be imposed externally or be a result of inadequate 

study and consideration of consequences”.  This group of respondents points to the fact that 
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many of the current licences do not expire until 2027 and “changing the license regime only 

after 5-6 years of operation after issuance of license is preposterous” because “Bangladeshi 

investors who have invested in licenses will be facing a huge loss and also the job market that 

has been created will be destroyed; lot of people will lose their jobs and their families will be in 

total distress.”     

• Another group of respondents considers that radical change is urgently needed.   They see 

that the “Bangladesh telecom licensing regime is right now very much complicated”, “is far from 

ideal scenario and needs an overhauling” and “the multi-layered telecom licensing structure 

hardly adds any value to the service standard while increasing the cost for the consumers”.  As 

a result these respondents believe that a “move towards open and converged licensing regime 

is very much rational, justified and time demanded change for the further growth of telecom 

industry in Bangladesh”. 

 

The „fundamental divergence of views‟ should not have existed in the first place, and if it 

did, there must be solid reason for it. We believe majority of the respondents belong to 

the first group who would term this as „good in theory but destructive in reality‟. 

Everyone supports „the vision of an open, converged and ICT competitive market‟, yet it 

is a conundrum that needs serious attention to overcome. This paradoxical case is the 

result of inconsistency and regulatory uncertainty, an uneven playing field for 

communication service providers and future unpredictability. 

Before going further, we may like to revisit the telecommunications landscape of 

Bangladesh before the advent of ILDTS policy in 2007. In simple terms, it was a chaotic 

mess. The ILDTS policy brought the industry for the first time in a controllable structure 

where government revenues were assured and oligopolistic behaviours of the PLMN 

operators were somewhat mitigated. To bring discipline, the regulator had to fine the 

PLMN operators heavily for their indulgence in illegal call terminations. 

One must take this in cognizance that the telecommunications environment in 

Bangladesh is unique in many ways. There are few terms and some „international best 

practices‟ may not be applicable here, at least for now. The very existence of IGWs is 

related to regulating VoIP calls which most countries do not even regulate. 

The regime of ILDTS Policy 2007 and later 2010 brought new era to this sector. It might 

be interesting to note that almost all categories of licenses were strictly meant for 

Bangladeshi-owned companies, except for the PLMNs. Five out of six PLMNs of the 

country started their business in Bangladesh as foreign joint-ventures. In all practicality, 

99% of the current market shares are owned by 3 foreign PLMN operators. Whether or 

not a country of 160 million people be served by only 3 foreign oligopolistic entity is a 

separate debate. But it turns out that they are up for even further perks – the services 

that are provided by IGW/ICX/IIG and similar other businesses. 

It does not take much to grasp one simple equation in the entire exercise of reviewing 

ILDTS policy and introducing a „new converged regime‟. It is to destroy the fledgling 
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Bangladeshi entrepreneurs and businesses for the benefit of large, powerful, financially 

strong, foreign-backed PLMN operators. 

 

3.1.2 Policy implications 

Undoubtedly, as with any policy change, there will be winners and losers if Bangladesh adopts a 

unified licensing regime.  Care needs to be taken to ensure that there as few losers as possible, 

and consideration could be given to compensation in some circumstances, but none of this 

should stand in the way of adopting a policy that has widespread backing and is in the national 

economic interests.  If Bangladesh does not introduce a converged, open and competitive ICT 

market it risks losing out on economic development, whereas the focus should be to improve its 

ranking in the ITU‟s ICT Development Index.    

The relevant question is not therefore whether this vision should be implemented, but how it 

should be implemented so as to maximise the overall economic benefits and minimise any costs 

that may be unduly imposed on individual licensees.   

 

We are baffled by the above statements! We may humbly ask the following questions: 

a) If Bangladesh adopts a unified licensing regime, there would be winners and 

losers. Why would there be losers if the new regime is good for the country? All 

the „would be losers‟ are local companies, duly licensed, tax-paying law-abiding 

entities. Why would or should they lose for no fault of theirs? 

 

b) The statement says „none of this should stand in the way of adopting a policy that 

has widespread backing and is in the national economic interests‟. Widespread 

backing from whom? Can this be elaborated? If nothing should stand in the way 

of adopting the proposed policy, then the entire exercise of the so called public 

consultation may be deemed unnecessary and deceitful. 

 

c) If Bangladesh does not introduce the proposed policy....it ultimately risks its 

ranking in ITU‟s ICT Development Index.  

 

At this point we are confused: what exactly is the objective of this study?  Is it just 

to climb up a ranking? We fail to comprehend the underlying logic of climbing up 

the Development Index Ranking by destabilizing a functional telecommunications 

regime, by collapsing numerous businesses and destroying jobs through a highly 

controversial and debatable policy that is completely redundant in terms of timing 

and current necessity. We are seriously unconvinced that the introduction of this 

proposed new changes will bring our ranking up in the development index.  
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3.2.1 Is there any good reason to maintain separation of licences for voice and data 

services? 

We reiterate and agree with the „negative responses‟ as received from few respondents 

earlier. Those are: 

• status quo has not been changed and illegal VolP trends are still prevailing;  

• unification of IGW and IIG will only help present ANSs; and  

• the proposal in the Consultation document will take the telecom sector back to square one 

and with no check and balance [created through the additional layer of ICX] and with no 

way of ascertaining transparency [in payment of fees to Government, especially for call 

termination]. 

These are not arguments for the sake of arguments – these are hard facts and reality 

that unfortunately exists. In the name of development and for climbing up in ITU‟s index, 

we must not take ourselves back to square one. The entire industry must not be brought 

into chaos and mismanagement to favour a handful of ANSs. We strongly believe that 

the government‟s revenue earnings will significantly decrease and the industry will be at 

the mercy of multinational companies. 

A detailed explanation to answer the question whether there is any good reason to 

maintain separation of licenses for voice and data service is provided in Section 2 

where all the further consultations questions are addressed. 

 

3.2.2 Policy implications 

The resolution of this argument depends on the whether there have been substantial 

and significant changes since 2007 that justify a change in policy.  In the consultation 

document it was noted that the 2007 policy was drafted at a time when the key 

regulatory concerns were:  

• Breaking up the international monopoly  

• Building local telecom entity  

• Curbing illegal VoIP traffic  

• Encouraging moves to next generation network (NGN). 

   

In our view, the regulatory concerns are still valid and not much has changed except the 

fact that the ANSs were restricted in terminating lucrative international calls illegally. As 

for building local telecom entity, the objective was successfully achieved and a large 

number of local companies are providing all the services except cellular telephony. 

Encouraging moves to next generation network brought in deployment of NGN by many 

service providers and it will continue to encourage to adopt better and efficient 
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technologies. Serial 3.2.2 of the consultation report correctly identified the achievements 

of the previous ILDTS policy in terms of creating completion, establishing local 

enterprises and deploying NGNs.  It also recognized the difficulties in curbing the VoIP 

traffic by the regulators around the world.   

„The policy has achieved some of the goals it set: competition has been created in international 

services (voice and data); new local entities (NTTNs, IIGs, ISPs) have been successfully 

established and they are deploying NGNs.  The only objective that hasn‟t been fully achieved is 

the curbing of VoIP traffic, but the reality is that regulators around the world have discovered 

that VoIP and other OTT services cannot readily be curbed, bring considerable economic 

advantages and so are now an accepted part of the ICT market‟.   

Curbing illegal VoIP is difficult, but our existing ILDTS policy has reduced it significantly. 

We can further improve our controls through greater regulatory interventions. The 

current initiative to change the policy is not primarily focused on curbing VoIP anyway, 

and no suggestions have been made towards that effect. 

 

3.3 Separate Licenses for Domestic Interconnection 

While answering the question whether or not „is there any good reason to maintain the 

separation of licences for domestic interconnection (ICX and NIX) from the licences for 

ANS and NTTN‟ the respondents clearly stated reasons underlying the creation of such 

layers and their roles. Strange it may sound and very different it may look from rest of 

the world on the existence of ICXs, but what ICXs has contributed in creating 

accountability for the ANSs and ensuring healthy revenue collection for the government, 

can never be denied and undermined. ICXs are in reality the most valuable tool the 

regulator currently has in ensuring transparency and accountability of the ANS 

operators. 

The report rightly mentioned „perhaps unsurprisingly, the larger ANS (which have not 

been granted ICX licences) disagree. They consider the ICX as middle man and 

unnecessary increasing the cost of service delivery without even adding any value‟. The 

reality is: ICXs have not increased cost unnecessarily and they have added huge value 

– not to the ANSs, but to the government‟s effort in realising revenues and offering 

sufficient tools to control any wrongdoings, bringing transparency and so on. 

 

3.3.2 Policy implications 

We tend to agree with the statements under policy implications. It precisely summarised 

the concerns most of us bear in our understanding. We therefore echo what was said: 

„„The risk of removing the separate layer of ICX / NIX is that the interconnection 

problems that were previously experienced will simply return.  Respondents mentioned 



Page 10 of 25 
 

problems such as: a refusal to provide service, unfair deterioration in service quality and 

a lack of transparency in reporting of interconnection traffic.   

These are classic example of abuse of dominance and, as one respondent pointed out, 

could be addressed directly through strong provisions banning anti-competitive 

behaviour from dominant providers.  However, such provisions will take time to 

implement effectively, which probably means that separation of ICX / NIX will continue 

to be required for some years‟‟.   

 

3.4 Separate Licenses for International Interconnection 

Is there any good reason to maintain the separation of licences for international interconnection 

(IGW and IIG) from the licences for ANS and NTTN? 

YES, there certainly is very strong reason to maintain the separation, at least for now. 

The role of IGWs, if passed to the ANSs, would only make the latter more dominant and 

the government would miss revenue catastrophically. The existing IGWs will be forced 

to go out of business and leave ANSs with monopolistic strength to savour the entire 

telecommunication pie. Imagine the following scenario: At the beginning, since 2008, 

the IGWs paid 51.75% of their total income from international incoming calls to the 

government. Under 2007 ILDS policy the IGW licenses were granted through an open 

auction where the bidders had to bid for the percentage of revenue they are willing to 

share with the government. They also had to justify and show that after paying their 

promised revenue they still would profit from their gateway business. As the call rates 

were high, the companies that got licenses were comfortable even after paying more 

than half of their earnings to the government. Later, the numbers were revised to 40% 

which the IGWs are currently paying. 

Let us look at some real numbers. In 2016-2017, all mobile operators paid (as 

revenue share) about BDT 855 crore to BTRC.   

IGWs bring on an average of 1.8 billion minutes of international calls to 

Bangladesh per month which is worth USD 32 million. IGWs pay 40% of this 

revenue to BTRC which is approximately USD 10 million/month and annually 

approximately USD 120 million or BDT 1000 crores. 

ICXs handle same volume of international calls and approximately 200 million 

minutes of domestic calls and pay 50% of their revenue to BTRC which is 

annually approximately BDT 300 crores. Together, only IGWs and ICXs paid much 

higher revenues than the huge multinational PLMNs.  

Although IGW and ICX are paying 40% and 50% of their revenues but ANSs are paying 

only 5.5%. If segregation between voice and data is removed, interconnection obligation 

is withdrawn and as a consequence all IGWs and ICXs are vanished from the industry, 

Government will annually lose minimum BDT 1300 crores. Interestingly, even after 
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paying such low percentage of revenue share, ANSs are demanding to reduce their 

revenue share further. It would be quite absurd to think that they would be willing to pay 

anywhere near what the IGWs/ICXs are currently paying from their earnings. 

The entire situation is already unfair enough with eye watering disparity. Why would 

ANSs share only 5.5% revenue as opposed to 40% or 50% by IGWs/ICXs?. It is very 

easy to infer how the government would lose huge amount of revenues if it decides to 

open up services to ANSs that are reserved for the IGWs/ICXs. How is this policy even 

worth considering where the government would be shooting its own foot? How would 

anyone justify with a solid logic that ANSs be effectively rewarded with the entire 

telecommunication pie? Why would the industry and particularly the government suffer 

from the self-inflicted injury of a so called unified regime? How would the losses be 

recovered? From the taxes? Well, IGWs and ICXs do pay taxes too.  

 

3.5 Future Licensing Framework 

What are your views on the three options for licensing of telecommunications providers 

identified in this report:  

• General authorisation.   

• Network licences but general authorisation for services.   

• Separate licences for ANS and NCS? 

 

We do not see any option viable as long as ANS Operators are in the value chain. We 

are reviewing the ILDTS policy which came into being with a different objective than to 

make provisions for ANSs only. In fact the birth of ILDTS Policy was to break the 

monopoly of state-owned BTTB (now BTCL). It would be a tragedy if the same ILDTS 

policy is distorted in the name of development (more precisely „convergence‟)  to bring 

back the dark regime of monopoly or an oligopoly of SMPs. Serial 3.5.2 (policy 

implications, page 22) correctly summarises our sentiment: 

No licensing system is perfect; trade-offs are inevitable between the inefficiencies and risks of 

market concentration and market fragmentation.  Whilst many would agree that the current 

arrangements are too fragmented, the fear remains that any attempt at consolidation will result 

in “monopoly” or (more likely) a small number of SMP providers that dominate the market.    

BTRC needs to decide when those fears are irrational or overstated, and how best to achieve 

the economies of scale and scope that are increasingly important in a converged digital 

economy.  A step-by-step process will be required, with each step helping to build confidence in 

the direction of travel and prepare the industry for the next step. The goal of unified licences 

should be retained and prepared for, but it should not be implemented in the immediate future. 
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3.6 Roadmap to Unified Licensing 

What barriers do you see to the implementation of unified licences in Bangladesh?  

• How might they be overcome?  

• What timeframe would be required for the migration? 

 

We would only echo with the respondent who made the following statement: 

“introduction of a unified license is not a time worthy call for Bangladesh telecom market 

right now; it may bring disaster to this sector” or at least that “reforming the licensing 

regime is a complicated exercise that contains a number of difficult and complex issues 

… we encourage a much more detail study and consultations to be undertaken”.  

 

The key message that all concerns need to understand is a „one size fits all‟ approach 

will be incongruous in reforming Bangladesh telecommunication landscape. The market 

is unique – an extremely overpopulated country in a small geographic area. The market 

was unregulated and arbitrary and uncontrolled growth had created daunting puzzle 

which the ILDTS policy tried to unscramble. Now that we are seeing the benefits of 

some discipline and encouragement from local entrepreneurs to create opportunities in 

terms of employment, skill development and contributing to national economic index, we 

must be careful not to disrupt the calm with unrealistic haste. We are not against 

development, we are not against moving forward with modernity. All we need is a 

thorough appreciation of the existing situation and a clear understanding of the probable 

outcome should we enter a new regime. This can only be achieved with rigorous 

consultation process involving legal, technical, economic and strategic experts from the 

consumers, the government and from the stakeholders.  
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SECTION 2 
 

OUR ANSWERS TO THE SPECIFIC QUESTIONS  
(FURTHER CONSULTATION QUESTIONS, UNDER SERIAL 1.7, PAGE 8) 

 
 
1.  When should the roadmap begin (Time X) ? 
 
Answer: X time marks the start of road map, as per ITU consultation paper (para 1.4 at page 5) 
X time is defined as: “Time X effectively marks the start of the roadmap, and will be triggered by 
BTRC relaxing conditions on current ANS licensees to interconnect with all ICX, IGW and IIG 
licensees, and removing the segregation between voice and data in all layers except ANS. This 
is likely to start a period of consolidation within each of these licence categories. Time X could 
be as early as later this year (2018) following a period of consultation with industry 
stakeholders.” 
 

 
We have previously opined that we should not trigger any major change before being 

fully prepared with all relevant studies, especially taking adequate measures to prepare 

for competition and SMP management. We have considered that „stage-2‟ activities 

should precede „Stage-1‟ in the recommended roadmap. The need for a strong 

competition policy and effective measures are imperative irrespective of Bangladesh 

moving to a new unified regime. If the proposed changes ultimately take place, one of 

the major concerns will be „uneven playing field‟ where some entities will undeniably 

become significant market players (SMP). Since SMP equates to the concept of 

dominance, it would afford the SMPs the ability to operate with complete disregard for 

the competitive process.  

Therefore, Time X should mark the start of the roadmap and should be triggered by 

BTRC to formulate a host of policies, directives and taking other measures to control 

predatory behaviors of the future SMP operators. After the initial studies and few rounds 

of public consultations, the work of the roadmap should commence towards taking 

preparations for undertaking a grueling journey. 

Apart from policies and directives, creating a Competition Management Authority, 

staffing the statutory body with qualified human resources, training them to carry out 

strict control on anti-competitive behaviors are all part of the task that need to be 

achieved. Needless to say, the sector-specific competition management authority (Shall 

we call it „ICT Competition Commission‟?) must be created only after due consultations 

and in alignment with the competition act of Bangladesh. As there are so many activities 

need completion before „Time X‟ can be triggered, we therefore may target „Time X‟ 

scheduled only when the suggested activities are diligently carried out. 
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2. How might consolidation of ICX, IGW and IIG best be achieved? 
 
As suggested in the consultation report, the consolidation process requires a two-
pronged approach:  
 
(a) removing the interconnection obligation for ANS to IGW, ICX and IIG and  
(b) removing the segregation between voice and data stream in all layers.  
 
However, an analysis is proposed to understand how these could be done and what 
could be the consequences that we may face for bringing these changes or 
modifications. Our observations are furnished below: 
 
a. Removing Interconnection Obligation for ANSs. BTRC needs to revise and 

amend licensing guidelines of all relevant licenses so far issued by them. Because 
interconnection right is a fundamental right for all telecommunications licensees as it 
is one of the prime factors for operating any business in this sector. BTRC also 
needs to review thoroughly the „Interconnection Regulations 2004 (amended in 
2008)‟. 
 
At present, an ANS operator is required to connect only in two Point of Interconnect 
(POI) to join with 22 IGWs and 26 ICXs, where all the IGWs and ICXs are already in 
place by their own means. As per „Interconnection Regulations 2008‟ clause 18 and 
20, provision of interconnection with ANSs was made mandatory. If this obligation is 
relaxed, it only gives ANSs a wholesale authority to discontinue those with whom 
they do not want to do business any more. This will create discrepancy and give a 
rise to syndication. 
 
If the purpose of this relaxed condition is to cut down the cost of interconnection, 
which is very much immaterial now as the required interconnections are already in 
place, necessary investments have already been made by all concerned, it will 
rather make the already structured and invested assets to a futile waste for those 
who will not remain interconnected with ANSs. There exists a strong risk that if 
interconnection obligation is relaxed, the whole industry will go back to pre-ILDTS 
era and bring back monopoly, syndication and partisan activities.  
 
In absence of mandatory interconnections, the business control will undoubtedly rest 
at the mercy of a handful of ANS operators. All the investments and job creations by 
the IGW operators will quickly evaporate as the scope of equal sharing between 
gateway operators will be lost. Currently, through an internal covenant, all the IGWs 
stand in an equal footing in terms of connectivity, interconnection, distribution of 
domestic and international traffic and sharing of revenues. Losing the benefits of 
such cooperation that yielded dividends to the IGW operators would be disastrous. 
The current practice of government‟s revenue collection, which is functioning 
smoothly, will also be affected significantly.  With these unexpected changes, banks 
& financial institutions that have invested in this sector will also risk recovery of their 
investments. All these add up to a true catastrophic situation that would disrupt the 
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present stability and displace so many businesses and job for a cause that are not 
well understood or studied about. Furthermore, since this sector is one of the  
largest foreign exchange earners, it would be detrimental to the economic wellbeing 
of the government of Bangladesh if the industry should fall into chaos. 
 
Thus, we think before settling this above mentioned issues, the regulator should 
refrain from removing the interconnection obligation for ANSs. In contrary, 
interconnection is the basic right of all licensees which otherwise ensure respective 
business survivability and elimination of this will be an undesirable violation of their 
fundamental right.  
 
It should be taken into account that the licenses were granted to current operators in 
2012 for a period of 15 years, stretching the validity up until 2027. All the licensees 
planned, organized and invested enormous resources keeping the lifespan of their 
licenses. Now after just 6 years of utilizing a license where they were given the 
assurance that ANSs will not be a party to it, any such change will make their 
businesses to collapse abruptly. So if any change in the current licensing regime is 
proposed, the regulator may consider the above catastrophic outcome and help the 
licensees not crumple by continuing as usual and maintaining status quo until the 
validity of their license period.  
 

b. Removal of Segregation between voice and data. 

 

Before embarking on the very concept of segregating voice and data, we need to 

look back and understand the background history behind it. Until 2007 (before 

ILDTS Policy 2007 was enacted), there was only one telecom entity i.e. BTTB (Now 

BTCL) used to handle both data and international voice traffic. There were around 

200 licensed ISPs used to buy internet bandwidth either from BTTB or directly 

through VSAT. BTTB was the only operator who owned submarine cable 

(SEAMEWE-4) thus international internet bandwidth market was monopolized by 

them. Internet service offerings during that time were too costly, city centric, unstable 

and rarely reachable to mass people. At the same time, International voice 

termination market was totally monopolized by BTTB as well.  

 

The control and monitoring of voice or data which was passing through the gateway 

rested solely on hand of BTTB. BTTB being a government owned company, used to 

enjoy the facility of all types of licenses (which they do enjoy even now as well). 

Thus either due to their inefficiency or due to some of their corrupt practice, illegal 

VoIP traders developed terrific opportunity to bypass their gateway and to start 

terminating international voice calls. This gave an upsurge for resorting illegal call 

termination practice through ISP, PSTN, PLMN by bypassing BTTB gateway for 

international voice traffic. In this regards, BTRC may showcase evidential statistics 

of how much money (which is more than BDT 1000 Crores) was evaded by PLMN, 

ISP and PSTN operators during 2006-2007 which was recovered by the regulator. 

Ultimately this was the situation that forced the government to formulate ILDTS 
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Policy 2007 where they enacted two independent value chain respectively for voice 

and Data separately. Reasons for separate licenses for data and voice were as 

under (but not limited to): 

 

i. PLMN licensees were supposed to operate for domestic voice traffic through mobile 

only. To regularize illegal VoIP drive, they could have been awarded with licenses 

for international voice termination (IGW) as well, but BTRC wanted to secure the 

interest of local entrepreneurs and stop siphoning government earnings to foreign 

country. Hence they decided to create separate licenses for international voice traffic 

termination namely IGW or International Gateway. 

 

ii. Data licenses (ISP licenses) were subsequently awarded to all PLMN and PSTN 

operators, although there were already in excess of 200 ISP licensees in operation. 

However, there was an utmost requirement to have a mechanism to separate or 

control these data traffic from voice traffic owing to suffering in past. Hence creating 

a separate layer of operators was felt strongly, resulting in the creation of IIGs 

(International Internet Gateways). Main purpose of this layer was to separate voice 

traffic from data traffic at gateway points, secure interest of local entrepreneurs, stop 

evading government revenues by curbing illegal voice call termination and stop 

siphoning government earnings out of the country.  

However, before taking any decision, firstly we need to understand and confirm whether 

those state of affairs which forced us to have separation of licenses for data and voice, 

has already been disappeared or still prevailing? Secondly who is going to be ultimate 

beneficiary of this unification i.e. will it help mass people by providing affordable and 

quality services or help the current IGW & IIG operators by reducing their Opex or 

benefit the ANSs by eliminating a layer? 

 
BTRC needs to amend licensing guideline of IGW and IIG to remove segregation 
between voice and data in all layer except ANS. Let us examine what will be the 
scenario if it is done without proper precautions: 
 
(1) Allowing IIG to operate voice traffic. In regard to IIGs, so long it was the voice 

ports (H.323,H.261, G.711, G.729 etc) those were blocked by law at router level so 
that no voice call can pass through them using IP technology and thereby 
segregation between voice and data is maintained. Now that segregation will be 
removed and as a result those voice ports will be opened for voice operation at IIGs. 
In that case, IIGs would not even need to invest anything to operate both voice and 
data from their same platform (Router). It will give a sudden rise to their business by 
increasing Non-CLI traffic (or illegal VoIP traffic) but country‟s legal voice traffic 
volume (CLI) will decrease drastically. However, ANSs will get big opportunity to 
originate and terminate any volume of voice call bypassing all the layers as it was 
before ILDTS era. As a result, Government will stop earning most of the revenues it 



Page 17 of 25 
 

was earning through present IGWs. This will also unfortunately ensure abrupt 
premature death of all IGW operators putting huge investment and jobs at risk.  

 
However, if removing segregation does not mean opening of those voice ports at 
router level, rather allowing them for controlled voice operation through same 
platform, in that case, IIGs will be needing to install some new hardware like Soft 
switch, MGW, SBC etc. along with a robust billing platform to attain IGW 
functionality. This would burden the IIGs (most of them are already in bad financial 
shape) with substantial further investment requirements. Most of the IIGs will not be 
capable or be ready to make such large investment to attain IGW functionality where 
volume of voice traffic is decreasing day by day in a crowded space with 22 
operating IGWs. Even if some IIGs attain such IGW functionality, that would only 
worsen the situation as the number of IGWs would be increased from 22 to a higher 
number. This would certainly increase the complexity and make the business 
environment unhealthy and unsustainable. 

 
(2) Allowing IGW to operate data traffic. To attain data business functionality, most 

of the IGWs need to upgrade their present low capacity router at gateway level, 
develop their aggregation and access level switching and routing platform afresh 
with a view to start selling IPT or bandwidth to downstream clients. This will 
constrain them with further investment requirement for this new business. It will also 
increase the number of IIGs from 36 to a much greater number without any 
business viability. Presently IIGs are in fierce competition with limited earnings 
which makes it very unlikely that any IGW will intend to invest further and join this 
„unrealistic‟ data business. 

 
If the aim of this removal of segregation is to reduce the CAPEX either at IGW or 
IIG level, the outcome is likely to be counterproductive. If the aim is to render them 
equal opportunity for doing both types of businesses, it might turn out to be quite the  
opposite (by throwing them into an intense and fierce competition). Thus whether 
any IGW or IIG adopts this option or not, the entire industry will lose the security of 
their investment and businesses if segregation between voice and data is removed. 
 
In reality, the removal of segregation will sweep away the very existence of any „real 
IGW‟ from telecommunication landscape of Bangladesh. A very unusual complexity 
will evolve as voice traffic will pass not only through „so called IGWs‟ but through 
IIGs too. As a result, present mechanism of monitoring, controlling, distributing and 
sharing voice traffic will become obsolete.   

 
We strongly recommend to address the above mentioned issues with utmost priority 
and set a timeline after resolving those issues. Before that timeline, followings aspects 
to be addressed by BTRC: 
 

i. Amend the concerned licensing guidelines i.e. ANS, IGW, IIG and ICXs.  
ii. Review and prepare an actionable „Interconnection Regulations 2004 

(amended 2008)‟ 
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iii. Issue a separate licensing guideline (as INS)  
 

Finally, we must remind that the current system ensures checks and balance and is 

transparent. The past deeds of ANSs about their CDR and abuse of market power is 

still fresh in our memories. And the licenses granted are valid till 2027. Any change 

before that time will make the whole sector vulnerable and unstable, which is not 

required. 

 
 

3 When should the new license categories be introduced (Time Y)? 
 
Y time is when new licensing regime will start. As per consultation paper: 

 
“Time Y is when the three new license categories are introduced. In order to provide 
an appropriate notice period and carry out the necessary preparatory work, it is 
suggested that Time Y should not be before mid-2019. Before Time Y BTRC must 
draft, consult upon and adopt a comprehensive competition management regime to 
enable effective regulation of potential SMP providers in relevant telecom markets. 
After Time Y all licensees will have the opportunity (but not the requirement) to 
migrate from their existing licenses into the new licensing framework”. 
 
 
As per our previous comments and recommendations, we suggested the preparing 
and issuing licenses for INS, NNS and RSP to be carried along with Stage-3 
activities. Before new licenses are awarded and new licensees enter into operation, 
following issues should be clearly addressed: 

 
1) There should not be any overlapping of old and new licensee. Because in 

reality, both can not coexist in same platform at the same time and operate 
side by side. 

 
2) Interconnection obligation must remain in force, may be with some required 

modification and proper compliances must be ensured. 
 

3) The only time when any of these changes can take place is after expiry of the 
current license regime i.e. 2027. Any change before that period will be a 
breach of the promise made to the licensees and will fall within the category 
of “promissory estoppel”. 

 
 
4. Is any BTRC action other than the development of competition rules required 
before time Y? 
 
Currently BTRC is under a duty by dint of Section 30 (1) (e ) and 30 (2) (m) of the BTR 
Act 2001. Under these laws BTRC is supposed to protect the interest of the licensees 
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from anti-competitive acts of licensees of its own class and also from other operators. 
With the proposed changes it would appear that BTRC itself is contradicting its own 
commitments. 
 
Following aspects has to be addressed by BTRC before Y time: 
 

1) Amending present licensing guideline of all related licenses. 
2) Preparing new licensing guide line for new categories of licenses. 
3) Reviewing present competition rules (establishing sector-specific competition 

authority) 
4) Reviewing present interconnection rules. 
5) Developing monitoring mechanism to ensure compliances by all licensee. 
6) Developing revenue assurance mechanism by BTRC. 
7) Developing IP connectivity in Domestic Network. 
8) Developing Network Security Policy. 
9) Developing active/passive network resource sharing policy. 

 
But as stated previously, any change in the current licensing regime has to be done only 
after the expiration of the current  licensing period. 
 
 
5. How might existing licensees best be incentivized to adopt the new licenses? 
 
We consider that there is no logical and meaningful way of incentivizing the proposed 

changes. The licenses were granted for a period of 15 years initially with option for 

renewal. Now the same cannot be changed at anyone‟s whim. The investors will 

become uninterested if any change like this is made as no one invests in capital-

intensive telecommunications market for a short term period. Moreover currently the 

ICXs share 50% and IGWs share 40% of their gross revenue whereas the ANSs only 

shares 5.5%. If the proposed change takes place then the government will be losing 

huge revenue that is earned from this sector. We have difficulty in understanding why 

would there be any change which costs such huge loss to the government  exchequer? 

  
 
6. When should the new license regime become mandatory (Time Z)? 

As per the consultation paper, „Time Z‟ is the final timeline when the industry will adopt 

new licensing regime: 

“Time Z is when all the current licenses are withdrawn and all industry participants must 

then operate under one (or more) of the three new license categories. Theoretically 

Time Z could be as late as 2027 (when the last of the existing licenses expire) but, once 

most licensees have voluntarily migrated to the new framework, BTRC could impose an 

earlier cut-off date, after giving a suitable period of notice (e.g. 2-3 years)” 

 



Page 20 of 25 
 

In reality, the current licenses have to be withdrawn at „Time Y‟, because two categories 

of licenses can not coexist for the provisioning of same services. Thus old licensee has 

to retire once new licenses will be awarded. But a time gap has to be there to be 

accustomed to the new licensing regime which is actually the time between Y and Z. It 

is anticipated, many of the old licensee will not be able to cease their operation because 

there will be instances of unsettled liabilities, burden of long outstanding, long 

unrecovered dues, unpaid bank loans etc.  There might also be legal proceedings 

(activated by many aggrieved licensees) that must be resolved and cleared to proceed 

further. To settle all these known (and not known yet) stumbling blocks, a very 

long timeframe has to be considered. Therefore we do not foresee any possibility 

of entering to new licensing regime anytime before the year 2027. 
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SECTION 3 
 

OUR REQUESTS FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
AND OUR RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

OUR REQUESTS 

We would humbly request the process-owners of this consultation exercise to kindly 

provide us with the following studies/reports.  

 

1. Financial Model: 

Before we embark upon a major shift of critical national policy with possible disruption of 

numerous business entities and displacements of valuable human resources, we must 

appraise the future by doing extensive mathematical analysis. A simulation with real or 

hypothetical data can give us a clearer picture whether or not the expected outcome 

would be in alignment with reality. To do so, let us take both the scenario: the current 

regime and the proposed unified regime. The variables that we must take into account 

are: 

 The financial output (revenue generation) of each category of licensee (except 

ANSs) 

 Total revenue generation by the industry licensees (except ANSs) 

 The revenue sharing with the government by each category of licensee (except 

ANSs) 

 Total revenue sharing by all the licensees (except ANSs) 

 The current consumer price level  

 Current employment level 

We should do the same simulation with hypothetical numbers once the new regime 

comes into being. ANSs will be included at this level only with the incremental 

businesses (that becomes available to them due to the new provisions) apart from their 

current services. 

We should compare these two model and look for variances. It would be interesting to 

see how the government earns more (or less) revenue and how the consumers get 

better (or worse) benefits. That would give us a macro view of the initiative and justify 

the statement that „Bangladesh should adopt the new regime for economic betterment‟. 

Besides, we must be certain about the impact of such regime change on the consumer 

benefits. We must be convinced that the current topology is a hindrance for growth. We 

must be sure that the existing topology is detrimental to consumer benefits. We must 
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prove that such changes will reduce consumer prices. We must be comfortable in 

thinking that in the name of net neutrality, oligopolistic ANSs will not discriminate OTT 

providers and deprive consumers. 

 

2. Draft Competition Policy (sector-specific for telecommunications sector) 

We strongly believe that a sector-specific competition policy be in place and a sector 

regulatory body be formed for ICT industry. The use of a single agency for both sectoral 

regulation and enforcement of general competition law may not be suitable for 

Bangladesh. There are three possible institutional arrangements: the competition 

authority may handle both sectoral regulation and competition law, as in the case of 

New Zealand; the use of the competition authority as an interim measure, as has been 

the case in some Eastern European countries, to be replaced by sector-specific rules 

and institutions at a later stage; and the use of the competition authority through sector-

specific laws to handle sectoral regulation, as is the case with Australia. The 

experiences under the different jurisdictions can only help to provide lessons as to the 

future direction Bangladesh should take in resolving the interface problem between the 

competition and sectoral regulation. Whatever path Bangladesh decides to take, the 

role of each institution should be defined as clearly as possible so as to avoid 

duplication, jurisdictional uncertainty and turf disputes. 

Generally, when there are two different institutions, competition authorities and sector 

regulators usually share responsibility for ensuring market competitiveness. In practice, 

competition authorities tend to have an ex-post role of policing competition, responding 

to misbehaviors that have already occurred, while sector regulators have more of an ex-

ante role of promoting competition, i.e. they act to prevent anticompetitive behavior1 in 

the day-to-day conduct of regulatory activities. 

 

3. Draft outline and initiative to Create a Competition Management Authority 

(Competition Commission). 

Based on the above elaboration, the concerned authorities should take initiative to study 

and draft a roadmap to create a sector-specific competition management authority for 

the ICT sector of Bangladesh. The roadmap should clearly exhibit the roles, 

responsibilities and modus operandi of the future authority. 

 

4. Case Studies of any other country where similar initiative successfully 

undertaken 

We thank ITU for its good intentions and initiatives to contribute in developing the 

telecommunication scenario of Bangladesh. ITU being a global institution does provide 

many assistance to the countries in need to implement good strategies. We would be 
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very interested in reviewing a similar initiative (that matches the structure, complexities 

and environment of Bangladesh) which ITU has completed anywhere in the world. A 

comprehensive case study (if available) may help address many concerns and 

confusion that exist in current initiative. 

 

5. Legal Framework or Indemnity 

It would be prudent to explore the legal implications if a new unified regime is activated 

without unanimous support from the stakeholders. As mentioned earlier in the document 

there are likely to be some „losers‟ as a result of such change, the losers are also likely 

to seek refuge form the legal system. The licenses are contracts with the government 

which may not be breached without sufficient wrongdoings of the licensees.   

 

6. Empirical Data on Public Benefits 

As a global organization, we hope ITU would be able to furnish us with empirical data 

based on studies conducted in different markets where similar changes were effected. 

Such data will help us understand the consumer benefits without sacrificing profitability. 
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FURTHER FOOD FOR THOUGHT 

We thought we should present few other issues for the consultants, the regulator and 

ITU to think over.  

 

1 ALTERNATIVE: Instead of all the changes of this current initiative, may we also 

consider to maintain a status quo by improving/modifying the ILDTS Policy of 2010? 

Here is what are the limitations we have identified of the said policy and we believe the 

current regime can significantly benefit from rectification of the shortcomings. 

 

a) Study of telecommunications market and size of market are missing. 
b) There is no tools to study or quantify market size. 
c) There are no control, no monitoring and feedback mechanism to control market 

price. If price is controlled by the market itself, even then monitoring, feedback and 
control mechanism tools must be necessary in the policy. 

d) There is no mechanism to enhance competition in the market. 
e) There is no tools to control the number of licenses to be issued based on market 

size. 
f) There is no tools to control market dominance except ICX. 
g) Revenue sharing with government is very high. 
h) Lack of information database to determine market sie. 
i) Late Fee provision is available in the policy. Cause of late fee is either operator itself 

or due to non-payment of revenues among operators. In case of non-payment of 
revenues among operators, BTRC has no responsibility to force them for such 
payment in due time or with further late fee. 

j) All-IP environment is not encouraged due to software facility including availability of 
ensured security in the network at that time and active operators are also not agreed 
to adapt all-IP scenarios. 

k) Anomalies in time schedule for payment of revenue share with BTRC. 
l) Active sharing of network resources are not encouraged. 
m) Cost of network monitoring equipment both hardware and software (for BTRC and 

LEA) are borne by operators which is always discouraged by the operators. But it is 
essential for the greater interest of Bangladesh Govt. to protect its revenue and 
ensured national security. 

n) So, Bangladesh government should invest its own money in this regard from its 
revenues or Universal Service Obligation (USO) fund or Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) fund of Telco sector. This investment is one time but it will 
protect revenues and ensured national security continuously.     

o) There is no scope in the policy to protect individual customer interest. If a fraudulent 
bill is generated against a customer or pre-paid money is deducted from a customer 
account by an operator without intimations/notifications/alerts, BTRC has no tools to 
identify it and make penalty or put under judgment for concern operator. 
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Now, if all above limitations are well addressed in the ILDTS policy 2010, the policy 
would be fully compatible to achieve the goal of Digital Bangladesh. There is no 
technological limitation in the 2010 policy. NGN technology has no boundary and which 
is one of the 8 objectives of policy 2010. So, now Government has to make decision for 
regulation for the greater interest of the Peoples of Bangladesh. 

 

2. Fixed-Mobile Convergence 

When the words „convergence‟ or „unified licensing‟ are referred anywhere in the world, 

it certainly indicate the convergence of PSTN with PLMNs. As IGW/ICX terms/concepts 

are rarely present elsewhere, the unification primarily means fixed and mobile merger 

along with greater control of OTT services. Surprisingly, there is not even a word in this 

direction! Is it time to think about modernizing the entire spectrum, not just the one 

which serves the PLMNs‟ interest? 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

At the end, we must reiterate that the initiative spearheaded by ITU and BTRC is a 

serious one that would significantly shake up the entire industry. We must carefully 

assess all plausible consequences if the industry is exposed to such extraordinary 

changes to enter a new regime. We all must ask ourselves about the extent of 

incentives, risks and opportunities to embark on an unfamiliar journey. We must allow 

ourselves sufficient time and exert optimum efforts with collective resources to evaluate 

all possible outcome scenarios before we rush into dismantling a fully functional regime. 

An overbearing hyper-enthusiastic and impracticable approach may be detrimental to 

an industry which has come a long way to this current state of stability.   

 

Thank you. 


