EDITORIAL

BSNL Employees and the Relevance of
Republic Day

The entire nation has just celebrated the 77th Republic Day with great enthusiasm. Every
citizen of India, even innocent children, have begun to understand the dignity of the tricolor flag.
This tricolor is a symbol of sacrifices. Thousands of people laid down their lives for this flag. We
gained independence on 15th August 1947 and accepted this tricolor as our national flag. Even
after the country's independence, a question loomed before the nation: a special arrangement
was needed to secure and preserve the internal unity, sovereignty, and integrity of this nation.
In this context, after deep research, deliberations, and continuous efforts for 11 months and 18
days by all the top leaders of that time, and with the special contribution of Baba Saheb Dr.
Bhimrao Ambedkar, the nation received a unique written Constitution. This Constitution adorned
and shaped the Indian nation, fostering mutual unity, fraternity, socialism, secularism, civil rights,
and the right of one person one vote. Along with all these rights, this Constitution was dedicated
to the nation on 26th January 1950.

Through this Constitution, a democratic system was adopted for the governance of the nation.
Democracy is the lifeblood for every citizen of India, and the Indian Constitution is like a protective
shield. The ethos of the Constitution is that every citizen of India, even the one standing in the
last row of society, will receive proper justice. However, it is extremely painful to state that the
Telecommunications Department of the Government of India, which had served in nation-building
for 150 years, was converted into a corporation from 1st October 2000. This corporation was
named Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL).

Before the corporation came into existence, all employees of the Telecommunications
Department went on a complete strike from 6th to 8th September 2000. It is true that for those
three days, there was a communication blackout in India, or in other words, the nation's heartbeat
stopped for three days. The government and the administrative machinery had to bow down,
and the government reached an agreement with the then labor union leaders. The government
accepted the demands of the employees and made a written agreement, a copy of which was
published in the government gazette.

The government promised job security for employees, payment of government pension
from the exchequer under the Pension Act of 1972, and to keep the newly formed corporation
financially viable. However, in today's situation, all three promises lie shattered. Employees are
stunned and feel cheated. Employees are being forced to ask: Does the citizenship of employees
who transferred from a government department to work in the corporation with the government's
full guarantee and an option become second-class? Will the right to justice enshrined in the
Constitution of India for Indian citizens be denied to employees working in a government
corporation? When employees plead for justice through their unions, only they can hear the echo
of their voices. Their pleas do not reach the ears of the top people in the executive and legislature,
or even if they do, they are ignored.

It is often seen that employees, tired and exhausted in their quest for legitimate rights, knock



on the doors of the judiciary. They usually get relief from there, but in obtaining it, they become
internally shattered. This is because obtaining justice in the country involves a heavy financial
burden.

Allthe sacrifices made by employees working in BSNL in the past for the telecommunications
system have beenignored. Leaving aside the past, even after the beginning of the 21st century,
employees of the Telecommunications Department spread telecom services to every village,
making its facilities available to the common citizen. Even before the corporation was formed,
wealthy Indian and foreign capitalists set their eyes on telecom services and, by putting
pressure on the government, entered this service to amass enormous wealth, creating their
own system. Under this, the government not only converted the government department into
a corporation but also paved an easy way to push the government company behind by giving
licenses to private companies to provide communication services. Today, the government
has allocated substantial funds for high-tech-based services, but despite the use of these
allocated funds, BSNL, which was the best among telecom service providing companies until
2005, lies devastated today.

Itis true that this entire situation is the result ofimplementing government policies. However,
the lower-level employees are blamed for the decline in BSNL's services. It is a ridiculous
situation in itself: how can employees at the lowest rung be responsible for the reasons
behind this government company running at a continuous loss? It is incomprehensible, and
BSNL employees are today grappling with this dilemma that despite working tirelessly for
eight hours at the behest of their officers in cold, heat, and rain, despite the cancellation of
many government holidays including Sundays, they are still told that BSNL employees are the
cause of revenue loss.

It is noteworthy that the high-ranking officers temporarily posted on deputation in this
company, who did not deem it appropriate to get absorbed in BSNL by giving an option, but
preferred to work on deputation, are receiving the benefits of the 7th Pay Commission. The
increased amount due to this benefit along with their full salary and allowances are paid
from the revenue earned by BSNL. On the other hand, the lowest-level workers working in
the department, who work as casual laborers and temporary status laborers, have not had
their wages increased since 2010. It is said that BSNL's financial condition is not good. Such
workers remain in numbers of about two and a half thousand. Apart from these employees, the
number of employees at the second level lower category is about twenty-six thousand, and
the employees of the third category, who come under the middle-grade officer cadre, number
about twenty-eight thousand. The salary revision of these two categories of employees is
pending from 1st January 2017.

The former Telecommunications Minister, Shri Ravi Shankar Prasad, had said inside
Parliament that BSNL is a strategic company that cannot be privatized and the government
will make every possible effort from its side for the upliftment of this company. Government
information reveals that the government is continuously trying, and based on information so



far, the government has spent about three lakh crore rupees on the revival of this company.
However, no change in the situation is visible. In 2020, in the name of excessive expenditure
on employees, over seventy-eight thousand employees were removed from BSNL under the
guise of voluntary retirement.

But even after that, the average annual revenue situation in BSNL remains the same as it
was before 2020. This indicates that the Ministry of Telecommunications and the Government
of India are not truly concerned about the upliftment of this company. Otherwise, if the
Government of India and the Telecommunications Department genuinely wanted to uplift this
company with firmness, then why is this company continuously running at a loss? Is there
any mechanism in this democratic system that can understand the pain of the distressed
employees and provide them with proper justice? Is it appropriate to deny BSNL employees
the rights granted by the Constitution to the citizens of India? If not, then the closure of all
employee-related welfare schemes within BSNL, the cessation of sports and cultural activities,
the stoppage of uniform allowance or other facilities for uniformed employees for the last 10
years, the discontinuation of education allowance for employees' children, the halt in annual
salary increments for employees, the non-revision of salaries even after 10 years, making
medical facilities lax, not maintaining staff quarters, closing the employee transfer policy -
these are some issues that show that employees working in BSNL are being deprived of the
rights granted by the national Constitution.

BSNL employees always work like the armed forces during national calamities. Be it any
national disaster, BSNL employees always step forward to keep telecom services running,
while other private companies shut down their services. During every national calamity, BSNL
employees, forgetting all their financial difficulties, have donated one day's salary to the
government fund. Even during the Corona period, BSNL employees donated one day's salary
to provide financial assistance to 238 BSNL employees who fell victim to Covid while working
to keep services running smoothly. Thus, BSNL employees, who stand with the nation at all
times, having lost all facilities, are forced to work on the pay scale fixed from 2007, and their
pain does not end here. Even after retirement, even after 10 years, their pensions are not
being increased.

In the above situation, no one except their unbreakable unity and continuous struggle
can protect the interests of all middle-grade officers and non-executive employees working
in BSNL. At the same time, the government should also consider the legitimate demands of
the working employees sympathetically and resolve them. It is hoped that the government will
take concrete steps in this matter so that employees can work with double the enthusiasm to
restore BSNL's services to their former glorious state.

NFTE Zindabad (Long Live NFTE) Employee Unity Zindabad BSNL Zindabad
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