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Tech, startup groups push 
back against OTT licensing
Write to government ahead of public consultations later this week
SUBHAYAN CHAKRABORTY 
New Delhi, 19 August 

Tech and startup indus-
try bodies have again 
pushed back against 

calls by telecom operators to 
bring over-the-top (OTT) serv-
ices under a licensing regime 
similar to telcos, and open 
them up to taxation. 

Ahead of public consulta-
tions on the issue later this 
week, the Internet & Mobile 
Association of India (IAMAI), 
Nasscom and the US India 
Strategic Partnership Forum 
(USISPF), among others, have 
written to the government 
arguing against such efforts. 

“OTTs are fundamentally 
different from telecommuni-
cation services and, therefore, 
the ‘same service-same rule’ 
does not apply. OTTs and 
Telecom Service Providers 
(TSPs) complement each 
other and do not compete and 
furthermore OTT service pro-
viders contribute immensely 
to the revenues generated by 

TSPs,” Nasscom said in a 
statement. 

Any additional regulatory 
intervention such as a licen-
sing or authorisation frame-
work will lead to entry costs 
on the industry, increase the 
cost of service, which could be 
passed on to consumers, and 
thereby stymie the virtuous 
economy OTTs are contrib-
uting to, it added. 

The latest war of words 
between telecom operators 

and tech interests comes after 
the former suggested that OTT 
communication services be 
covered under the new 
Telecom Act as an access serv-
ice. Telecom operators have 
been demanding “same serv-
ice-same rules” for OTT players 
that provide communication 
services like WhatsApp, 
Facebook Messenger, Google 
Meet, Telegram, etc. do. 

“All such statements by 
these few stakeholders (telcos) 

are incorrect, and are moti-
vated by their narrow com-
mercial interests, and are 
devoid of any basis. Majority 
of stakeholders have not even 
mentioned this as an issue for 
discussion,” said Broadband 
India Forum (BIF), a think 
tank for the broadcast sector 
which counts global tech 
giants such as Amazon, AT&T, 
Cisco and Google as members. 

None of these stakeholders 
has taken into consideration 
the adverse impact that such a 
pan-India unified service 
authorization is likely to have 
on smaller and niche service 
providers, who offer specific 
services in specific service 
areas, said BIF, which also has 
government entities such as 
BSNL and the Centre for 
Development of Telematics 
(CDOT) under the Department 
of Telecommunications (DoT) 
as members. 

The IAMAI said OTT serv-
ices are not within the scope 
of the Telecommunications 
Act, 2023. 

Pine Labs gets NCLT nod to  
merge domestic, S’pore units 
AJINKYA KAWALE & BHAVINI MISHRA 
Mumbai/New Delhi, 19 August 

Fintech major Pine Labs has received the nod 
from the National Company Law Tribunal 
(NCLT) to merge its entities in India and 
Singapore. 

The development comes as the Singapore-
based digital payments company is shifting its 
domicile back to India. The cost of the reverse 
flipping could not be immediately ascertained. 

The merger is expected to lead to a reduction 
in overhead expenses such as administrative 
and statutory compliances. 

“The proposed amalgamation would result 
in consolidation and simplification of the over-
all group structure, to enable more efficient 
management, control and operational excel-
lence of its various businesses,” said the tribunal 
order that Business Standard has reviewed. 

It would enable the fintech firm to efficiently 
allocate and utilise resources “by avoiding 
duplication between India and Singapore”. 

The company had previously received 
approval from a Singapore court to relocate its 
base to India. 

Pine Labs may be eyeing an initial public 

offering (IPO) of $1 billion, Business Standard 
reported in June. If it materialises, it would be 
the biggest by an Indian fintech firm after One97 
Communications, the company that operates 
brand Paytm, listed itself on the bourses in 2021. 

Marlabs expects to grow its 
data, AI biz by 50% in 2-3 yrs
ANEEKA CHATTERJEE 
Bengaluru, 19 August 

With a major push from its India centres, 
US-based IT firm Marlabs is expecting to 
grow its data and artificial intelligence 
(AI) segment by 50 per cent in the next 
two to three years.  

Marlabs’ India specific businesses 
include digital product enginnering and 
cloud and infrastructure services. 
Salesforce, among other tech companies, 
is one of firm’s clients. 

“A majority of our case studies are 
engineered in India. We might be front-
ended in the US, but the core of AI engi-
neering or data engineering takes place 
in India at Marlabs. For our new project, 
most of the employees are from our core 
locations - Bengaluru and Pune,” Thomas 
Collins, chief executive officer, Marlabs, 
said, In line with the expectations, the 
firm aims to become an AI-first company 
by 2027. 

Marlabs’ business model is divided 
into four segments - data and AI, product 
engineering, infrastructure and plants, 
and talent services, where it provides 
resources. The company’s data and AI 
continue to grow double-digit, while the 
product engineering side is witnessing a 
single-high-digit increase. 

In January, Collins announced 
Marlabs’ plans to hire about 500 employ-
ees in India to churn out double revenue 

growth in the next three years. At present, 
the company has about 1,500 employees 
in the country. 

With a focus on India, Collins empha-
sised the importance of the nation in terms 
of its talent pool. A major chunk of AI engi-
neers are from India across four locations 

- Bengaluru, Mysuru, Kochi, and Pune. 
“In terms of operations, India is the 

heart and core of the company. We run 
the company globally from India. The 
support functions such as finance, HR, 
marketing, IT, etc., are specifically based 
in Bengaluru. We plan to grow those teams 
as we grow our company,” Collins said.  

Talking about the macroeconomic 
tailwinds, Collins said that the impact of 
global macroeconomic uncertainty is 
major in the last two segments as the first 
two are based on our client's innovative 
products.  

“AI has had a big boost in the previous 
18 months. However, many clients want 
to save costs on daily operations. Hence, 
it is mostly a wash for us -  growth on one 
side and reductions on the other side,” 
he said. 

Furthermore, on the operations front, 
Collins emphasised that life sciences and 
healthcare are key verticals for Marlabs. 
He noted that the firm is assisting a major 
life sciences client in developing AI solu-
tions for clinical trials and enhancing effi-
ciency in one of the world's largest hos-
pital chains. 

About the India plan, Collins said, “We 
have offices in three locations in Bengaluru 
and would want to utilise our existing loca-
tion. We want to get people to move back 
into offices so we can collaborate more. 
We intend to grow the teams in the existing 
ones and not add locations.”

Slice gets approval for 
merger with NE SFB
Fintech major slice has received National 
Company Law Tribunal’s (NCLT) approval for its 
merger with North East Small Finance Bank, the 
company said in a release on Monday. The 
Guwahati bench of the tribunal has sanctioned 
the scheme of arrangement and amalgamation 
involving Garagepreneurs Internet, Quadrillion 
Finance, Intergalactory Foundry, RGVN (North 
East) Microfinance, and North East Small 
Finance Bank. Accordingly, this paves the way 
for the official merger, combining Slice’s digital 
prowess with North East Small Finance Bank’s 
banking expertise to deliver a superior financial 
experience to Indian consumers, the company 
said.  BS REPORTER

Lava dials up ambitions 
for smart wearables mkt
ARYAMAN GUPTA 
New Delhi, 19 August 

With the recent launch of smartwatches, 
home-grown smartphone maker Lava is 
looking to secure a strong foothold in the 
Indian wearables market. The company aims 
to capture up to 20 per cent of this segment 
over the next few years, according to a senior 
executive. 

“We decided to enter the wearables 
segment because there are many synergies 
between our core smartphone business and 
wearables, from the supply chain and 
manufacturing to design 
and research and 
development (R&D). This 
strength extends across 
sales, distribution, and 
customer service,” Sunil 
Raina, executive director at 
Lava, told Business 
Standard. 

The company primarily 
operates in the sub-~30,000 
smartphone market and is 
now vying for a larger share 
in the sub-~5,000 wearables 
segment. “In the next couple 
of years, we aim to achieve a 
market share of 10-15 per 
cent in the sub-~5,000 
wearables segment,” Raina 
added. 

This comes as India’s 
wearable device market has 
declined for the first time, 
dropping 10 per cent year-
on-year (Y-o-Y) to 29.5 
million units in the second 
quarter of 2024. 

The first half of 2024 saw 
a 4.7 per cent decline, with 
55.1 million units shipped, 
according to data from the 
International Data Corporation. 

Analysts note that original equipment 
manufacturers are struggling to attract 
customers due to limited innovation in new 
models. Additionally, vendors are cautious 
about inventory, focusing on clearing old stock 
before the festival season begins. 

Despite the market downturn, Lava 
believes there is ample opportunity. To 
address the innovation gap, the company is 
investing in R&D to offer higher-quality 
products. 

Currently holding a low single-digit market 
share in wearables, Lava will focus primarily 

on the sub-~5,000 category. The company 
believes its “customer-first” approach will 
enable it to gain substantial market share in 
the near term. 

“We are adopting a completely customer-
first strategy. By meeting customer needs, our 
share will naturally increase. In 2024-25, we 
aim for a threefold increase in market share 
and revenue compared to the previous year for 
our wearables business,” said Satya Prakash 
Sati, business head of accessories at Lava. 

Lava has been developing smart wearables 
over the past two years, starting with audio 
products before launching its first smartwatch 

in April this year. “When we 
analyse the market 
landscape, we see a huge need 
for improvement in available 
products. With our 15 years of 
experience in this category 
and deep understanding of 
the Indian market, we believe 
we can compete against 
current players,” said Raina. 

To enhance margins, 
especially in the sub-~5,000 
segment, wearables 
companies often use cheaper 

components, leading 
to lower product 

quality and higher 
return rates. 

“While some 
companies are 
performing well, 

most have failed to 
meet consumer 

expectations in terms 
of product capability, 

quality, and customer 
experience,” Raina added. As 
the market matures, Raina 
expects that consumers will 
be more willing to pay a 
higher price for quality 

products, leading to a market rebound. 
Lava was one of the first smartphone 

brands to begin manufacturing in India and 
currently operates a smartphone 
manufacturing facility with a capacity of 42 
million units. 

Having full control over its localised value 
chain, Raina says, provides the company with 
a competitive edge. 

According to Sati, the company is working 
on high-end chipsets for a seamless consumer 
experience and plans to integrate artificial 
intelligence into its upcoming smartwatches. 

more on www.business-standard.com 

LOOKING TO  
UP THE ANTE  
Market share of the top 5 
smart wearables 
companies in Q2CY2024
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Bodies say any additional intervention will lead to entry costs 
on the industry, which could be passed on to consumers

A majority of our case studies are 
engineered in India. We might 
be front-ended in the US, but 
the core of AI engineering or 
data engineering takes place in 
India at Marlabs

THOMAS COLLINS, CEO, Marlabs 
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