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If there were awards for popularity, it
is unlikely P D Vaghela would get
one. The 1986 batch IAS officer from

Gujarat, who has just been named chair-
man of the Telecom Regulatory Auth-
ority of India (TRAI), is not in the busi-
ness of winning friends and influencing
people. “He is a totally straight guy, not
diplomatic at all and one who knows
his job. He is always fighting for the lit-
tle people and is a dedicated Ambedkar-
ite,” says a course mate.

Local journalists — the first respon-
ders in any crisis — agree only partly.
“He is a down-to-earth person, a Dalit
from north Gujarat. He was totally dif-
ferent from other IAS officers — his
doors were always open to us and he
would discuss tax and GST implementa-
tion problems with us quite freely. Very
low-profile, but amiable and very can-
did,” says a local reporter.

Vaghela was collector in Banaskan-
tha and Kheda. He was also municipal
commissioner in Jamnagar and MD of
Gujarat Tourism. During the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime, he
was chairman of the Kandla Port Trust.
Along the way, in 2011, he managed to do
a PhD. His thesis was on the impact of
the Tribal Sub-Plan schemes on the trib-
al communities of the Dangs.

But his biggest break came when he
returned to the state and was made com-
missioner (commercial taxes) in 2016.
He could not have reached this position
if Narendra Modi, who’d known him
from his chief minister days, had not
backed the choice.

Those were the years of exiting from
excise and VAT (which, too, Vaghela had
a role in superintending in the state) and
entering the GST regime. There was fear,
confusion and uncertainty on account of
the transition. A Gujarat-based company,
for instance, got a scrutiny notice for a 14-

paise mismatch. Vaghela’s academic qual-
ifications — BCom in accountancy and
an MBA in finance — helped him counsel-
ling patience and explaining to traders
the upside of GST: No more visits from
excise department officials, threats or
bribes. More than that, it was his calmness
and thorough understanding of the sys-
tem that saw Gujarat topping the genera-
tion of e-way bills with 15 to 20 per cent
share in the country in 2018 even though
Gujarat’s revenues from GST went down
13 per cent relative to VAT. Of course, it is
another matter that the same year, a bogus
e-way bill scam was also unearthed in
Gujarat running into around ~100 crore.

Around this time Vaghela caught the
attention of P K Mishra, now the PM’s
principal secretary. He was sent to Delhi
as secretary in the pharmaceuticals
department where he did extensive work
on the costing of medical devices and
medicines — a subject very close to the
heart of the ruling dispensation.

Vaghela was due to retire on Septem-
ber 30. On September 28, he was appoint-
ed chairman of TRAI, one of the more
sought-after positions by superannuat-
ing civil servants. He will serve till he is

65: which means an unbroken five-year
stint to fix things that are badly broken in
the telecom and broadcasting space.

“TRAI is faced with many challenges
today: court judgments, a crisis of credi-
bility and a serious financial mess in
industry. A lot now depends on what the
new TRAI chairman does. The first most
important thing is to restore the credi-
bility of TRAI as a regulatory institution
— and this must be done in the next six
months. If the new chairman is also
going to do everything at the whims and
fancies of somebody else and allow reg-
ulatory capture, then whether it is
Vaghela or anyone else in that position
really doesn’t make a difference” says
Rahul Khullar, former TRAI chairman,
known for speaking his mind.

Khullar says the finances of the tele-
com sector are in such a mess that there is
little possibility of holding auctions for
5G spectrum in 2021, maybe not even
2022. But it is the government that will
decide the timing. The regulator has to
assess the state of the industry and tell
the government what it needs to do to get
5G going. This is hamstrung by other prob-
lems. Telecom technology has high levels
of obsolescence: so those who are going to
bid for 5G will have to see if the game is
worth the candle, given that all the players
are still paying back court-mandated dues
and will have to rejig systems if they are to
acquire 5G spectrum. Then there’s the
question of whether ordinary Indians will
be able to afford 5G after the cost for new
hardware has been factored in.

In some ways, it is Vaghela who will
have to decide whether all Indians should
drink Blue Label (even if they are ruined
in doing so); or they should be content
with Blender’s Pride, which takes you to
the same destination but through a road
less smooth.

There are also a plethora of issues in
broadcasting, even more complex than
telecom. Vaghela can be sure of being
busy over the next five years. But indus-
try players who speak his language
should not make the mistake of thinking
he’s a pushover.
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Taking the tough calls

PEERZADAABRAR
Bengaluru, 30 September

Top Indian internet-based compa-
nies, including e-commerce firm
Flipkart, ed-tech start-up Byju’s,

food-delivery company Zomato and ride-
hailing firm Ola, are gearing up for initial
public offerings (IPOs) in two or three
years that are expected to unlock a total
valuation of $100 billion for these firms.

According to industry insiders and
analysts, these firms are focusing on build-
ing a path to profitability, diversifying into
newer business segments and consulting
their finance and legal teams for listing
overseas or in India.

Walmart-owned Flipkart and
PhonePe, the digital payments firm, are
planning to go public in the US by 2022.
Sources said Flipkart is eyeing a valuation
of about $40 billion for the IPO. They
said PhonePe is planning to go public as
a separate entity and targeting a valua-
tion of about $10 billion.

In July, Walmart, the world’s largest
retailer, led a $1.2-billion investment in
Flipkart, valuing the e-commerce firm
at $24.9 billion. In 2018, when
Bentonville-based Walmart invested 
$16 billion for a majority stake in
Flipkart, the Bengaluru-based firm was
valued at less than $21 billion.

“The Walmart leadership has told
Flipkart and PhonePe about building the
path to profitability and it wants them to
go public and is providing all the sup-
port,” said a person in the know.

To build a path to profitability, sources
said that besides e-commerce, Flipkart is
going deeper into the Indian financial
services market, which could be worth
$340 billion in the next few years. Flip-
kart’s overall fintech category, which com-
prises consumer credit constructs, device
insurance and seller financing, grew 
40 per cent in 2019. As the company brings
the next 200 million consumers online, it
aims to significantly multiply the num-
ber of users having access to its fintech
products and services. This includes tier-
2 and tier-3 cities.

The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerat-
ed the shift to e-commerce, as an increas-
ing number of consumers are shopping
online in greater frequency. The gross
merchandise value (GMV) of products sold
on Flipkart had already surpassed that of
the pre-Covid levels. Upcoming festive
sales are expected to push up the annual
GMV of e-commerce companies to around
$38 billion, a 40 per cent growth over the
previous year. The e-commerce festive
sales could alone cross the $7-billion mark.
The season would be a great indicator of
consumer spending and Flipkart’s poten-
tial to go public.

“However, the question is would they
(Flipkart) be able to get the valuation they
are seeking,” said Satish Meena, a senior
forecast analyst at Forrester Research.
“Because the competition is becoming
tougher for them due to Amazon and the
entry of Reliance’s JioMart.” Meena said
he is more hopeful about Byju’s IPO.

The pandemic has helped Byju’s bec-
ome a decacorn (a firm valued at over 
$10 billion) this year. According to the ana-
lysts, Byju’s has a better opportunity to go
public, as the firm had almost doubled its
revenue, from ~1,430 crore to ~2,800 crore
in FY20. It is now inching towards the 
$1-billion revenue milestone. They said
that the Bengaluru-based firm, which is
valued at $11.1 billion, may target a valuat-

ion of about $25 billion for listing in the US.
What would also support Byju’s IPO ambiti-
ons is the acquisition of WhiteHat Jr, which
teaches children coding, and US-based
educational gaming company Osmo.

In a recent interview, Byju Raveen-
dran, founder and chief executive officer
(CEO), said that IPO is a clear option for
the company. “It’s a big aspiration to cre-
ate a large public company coming out of
India,” he had said.

Ankur Pahwa, partner and national
leader, e-commerce and consumer inter-
net at consultancy EY India, said investor
sentiment in the current geo-political sit-
uation is creating barriers for start-ups to
access capital at a crucial juncture of
high-growth, fast-paced innovative envi-
ronments. “IPO listing provides more
opportunities to both investors and
entrepreneurs to capitalise on the growth
potential,” he said.

The Covid-19 pandemic has also accel-
erated food delivery firm Zomato’s jour-
ney to profitability. Recently, Zomato Co-
founder and CEO Deepinder Goyal, in an
email to employees, said the firm was
planning an IPO next year. Goyal said the
firm had about $250 million cash in the
bank, the highest in its history. Marquee
investors such as Tiger Global, Temasek,
Baillie Gifford and Ant Financial have
participated in its current round, which,
he estimates, will take its cash in the bank
to $600 million.

In May, hit by lockdowns, Zomato said
it would let go of 13 per cent of its staff,
affecting close to 520 employees. But in
July, the firm said its revenue for FY20
grew 105 per cent to $394 million, while
losses rose about 6 per cent to $293 mil-
lion. HSBC Global Research recently val-
ued Zomato at $5 billion, a major increase
from its earlier valuation of $3.5 billion.
Analysts said Zomato may target a valua-
tion of about $7 billion for its listing.

Meena said for an overseas listing, the
benchmark for Indian firms could be the
companies in markets such as China and
the US. These include Chinese e-com-
merce giant Pinduoduo (PDD) and food
delivery firm Meituan Dianping.

SoftBank-backed ride-hailing firm Ola
is also planning to go public in the next few
years in India. The Bengaluru-based firm
competes with US rival Uber, which wit-
nessed a lukewarm IPO last year. Ola saw
a massive slump during the lockdown. In
May, Ola fired 1,400 employees, or over
33 per cent of its workforce, as Covid-19
pounded the transportation industry.

But green shoots are emerging: The
firm is now serving over 50 per cent rides
in most of the major cities compared to
the pre-Covid phase. Ola was last valued
at around $6 billion. Analysts said it may
target a valuation of about $12 billion for
its listing.

Experts said that by going public these
companies will be able to tap into deeper
capital pools and access lower cost of cap-
ital. Pahwa of EY said Indian listing norms
and regulations, particularly for technolo-
gy-based start-ups on their journey to prof-
itability, are yet to catch up with markets
like the US or EU. “Listing on overseas mar-
kets will also help appeal to a broader inves-
tor base, provide more avenues for existing
investors to exit, and bring publicity and
credibility for the company,” said Pahwa.

However, it is not going to be easy. There
are challenges such as the ability to sustain
high valuations these start-ups have come
to expect in the public market, ability to
remain agile in their function, and scrutiny
from regulators and investors. “There is
also the need to respond to market press-
ures, which may push some start-ups to
focus on quarterly earnings rather than take
a long-term position,” said Pahwa.

Unicorns head
for the market
A slew of Indian firms, including Flipkart, Byju’s
and Zomato, is building a path to profitability
and diversifying into newer business segments
ahead of mega-IPO plans

We need a separate regulator
for broadcast: IBF president

What is your assessment of the 
industry currently?
When you look at the industry in the post-
pandemic world, there are some good
things that have emerged, and some bad.
Viewership has increased 25-30 per cent
on both entertainment and news. That
has been the best thing to happen during
this time. The Indian Premier League
(IPL), despite all the issues with putting it
together live, has seen a 30 per cent view-
ership rise. The sector performed the
important role of keeping the audiences
engaged, while they
were homebound.
Broadcasters also sup-
ported cine artistes dur-
ing these challenging
times when production
was at a standstill. So
the industry has re-
invented itself.

The bad things: The
instability in the regula-
tory space. Globally, two-
third of broadcasting
revenues come from pay
and one-third from advertising. In India,
it is reverse. We (Star) bid ~16,347 for the
IPL based on certain assumptions. But
after that, the goal post changed (with pric-
ing controls coming in with the new tariff
order, or NTO). This is peculiar to India.

However, if I go beyond the gloomy
bits, Indian broadcasting is among the
largest in the world. And there are still
approximately 100 million homes with-
out TV. The growth of Doordarshan on
the back of mythological shows during the
lockdown showed that if you get the right
content, you get the viewer. Broadcasting
is projected to grow to ~882 billion (from
~787 billion) by 2022, and we want to
exceed those expectations. But to do that,

there are certain prerequisites.
Support from policymakers and reg-
ulators is critical.

What are your top five priorities as
the new IBF president?

Three key players are needed for the
broadcasting industry’s growth:
Broadcasters, policymakers and regula-
tors. Our first priority is to get all of them
together to create an atmosphere con-
ducive to the growth of broadcasting. The
idea is to meet the growth projections but
the NTO 2 is not conducive to growth.

The second is trying to exceed expec-
tations on growth.

Third, a long-standing request on the
granting of infrastructure status to broad-
casting. This will bring cost side bene-
fits and help formalise the business.
Getting loans for day-to-day business,
and investment into content, require cap-
ital. While big broadcasters are able to

get loans, the small ones don’t. This will
help small broadcasters.

Fourth, a revision of the GST (goods
and services tax). This will facilitate
growth. Let the business increase first.
The broadcast industry provides employ-
ment to 4-5 million people, directly and
indirectly.

Fifth, push for policies that facili-
tate growth.

Why hasn’t the IBF been able to convey its
point of view to the Telecom Regulatory
Authority of India (TRAI), especially on
bundling, pricing and so on?
The first question you have to ask 
yourself is: Is TRAI the right regulator for
broadcasting?

We need a separate regulator for broad-
cast. IBF always believes in dialogue with
both MIB (Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting) and TRAI. It has tried to
convey its point of view to TRAI. Before its
implementation, broadcasters had tried
to explain to the regulator that NTO 1 may
eventually lead to the shutting down of
niche channels and increase in consumer
prices. We suggested changes. But it was
not accepted.

Once it became policy, we started
rolling out according to NTO 1. But within
10 months, they changed it again and
brought NTO 2. Even then, IBF has tried to
explain to TRAI that this will further add
to financial viability concerns of many
channels and may even reduce the ability
to invest in quality content.

There is a notion that only someone from
the big five (Disney, Sony, Zee, Viacom18
and Sun) becomes head of IBF; that small
and regional broadcasters are not given
importance. Your comments.
I do not think there is any reason to have
such a feeling. IBF is a board managed
organisation that focuses on a partici-
pative process, takes inputs from all the
participants and keeps industry inter-
est above all.

Last week, the board of the Indian Broadcasting Foundation (IBF) elected Star and Disney India
Managing Director KMADHAVANas its new president. He succeeds N P Singh, India MD and CEO, 
Sony Pictures Networks. Vanita Kohli-Khandekarspoke to Madhavan on the IBF’s priorities in a 
post-pandemic world. Edited excerpts

K MADHAVAN
President, Indian 
Broadcasting
Foundation, and 
MD, Star and 
Disney India
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