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Vodafone Pips Airtel

Co now has biggest rural customer base at 82.24 m; Bharti Airtel remains Ind

KALYAN PARBAT :
KOLKATA 4
Vodafone has for the first time overtaken
Bharti Airtel tobecome India’sleadingmo-
bile phone company in rural India, accord-
ing to the latest rural subseriber nurmbers
collated by Cellular Operators Association
of India (COAT), the industry body repre-
senting GSMoperators.

The Indian arm of Yodafone, which re-
cenitly tweaked its distribution model te
boost sales in the villages, now has the big-
gest rural customer base at82.24 million, a
shade above Bharti Airtel, whose totalru-
ral customer base is for the first timeatad
lower at 82.16 million.

Bharti Airtel, however, remains India’s
leading mobile phone company by revenue
and customers. According to the latest
COAT data, its total customer base as on
March 31, 2013, stood at 188.20 million,
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translating in a 28.47% market share. million customerslivein ruralareas.

Vodafone India’s total customer base ason. Bharti Airtel declined tocommentonslip-

March 31, 2013 stood at 152.35 million, re- mﬁmﬂommﬁsnﬂ_womcmrwaén&osm inthe

sulting ina23.05% market share. pan-India rural customer base parameter.
Bharti Airteland Vodafone's pan-India “We are in our silent period and would

s subscriber base grew by therefore not be able to comment,” saida
B 0.84% and 1.65% respec- compazty spokesman.

Vodafane tively in March. VodaZone India has maximised rural cus-
Indiaadded GSM operators collec-  tomer zoquisitions inTamil Nadu, UP-East,
samrural  tjely added 5.35 million UP-West, Bihar Haryana and Rajasthan in
customers customers in Marchand  March through amix of customised prod-

during the pan-India GSM cus- uctlaunches and isexploring waysto boost
February tomer base on April 1 mobile internet adoption levels in villages.
and March stood at 660.94 million. In a recent internal presentation to the
2013 Vodafone India added company's leadership, its chief operating
“4.9 million rural custom- officer Sunil Sood said, ““Vodafone ismalk-
ersduring February and March 2013, steal- inga huge thrust into rural India, which
inga march over its closest rivals Bharti  holds alot of potential since the urbansub-
Airtel (2,57 million) and Idea Cellular(2.75 scriber basefor voice has plateaued out.”
million), according to the latest COAIru-  But Sood cautioned that a telco needs to
ral customer growth numbers reviewedby targetrural customers “with more practi-
ET. More than 50% of the company’s 152 cality” since itis tough to sell something
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outside their interestarea.

“Since rural budgets are limited, they
have different ways of consumption and,
more importantly, seek trust when itcomes
to day-to-day things such as top-ups, fixing
faulty SIMcardsandrecharges . said Sood. .

This.was one of the key reasons why the
British-telco chose to distribute mobile
products inIndian villages through people
representing local panchayats with good
contacts within a village. Alternately, it
has also been relying on the persuasive
skills of women to boost sales, by deploy-

ing droves of female retailers, or “fetail-
ers” toshoreup business volumesin rural
markets in Haryana.

During the first threemonths of calender
2013, GSM operators collectively added over
10 million rural customers. The total GSM
customer base in rural India ason Aprill
stood at 262,53 million, translating in4.4
‘million additions in Marchalone.
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