$ FINANCIAL EXPRESS

GTL Group repaid ¥28,120 crore to
lenders in telecom sector shakeout

DEVCHATTERIJEE
Mumbai, March 1

MUMBAI-BASED GTLGROUP
companies repaid ¥28,120
crore to lenders as of January
this year—-marking a key mile-
stoneinal5-yearrestructuring
cycle shaped by India’s telecom
sector downturn and recent
court rulings that quashed
criminal investigations against
thegroupentities.

The repayments—made
through internal cash flows,
asset sales, equity conversion
and negotiated settlements
like OTS—followed years of
restructuring triggered by
industry-wide disruptionafter
telecom license cancellations,
operatorexitsand insolvencies
among anchor tenants, top
officials said.

The legal turning point for
the Group came on February
27th when the Bombay High
Court quashed FIRs (first infor-
mation reports) related to GTL.
and GTL Infrastructure and
“unknown persons”, ending
investigations initiated by the
Central Bureau of Investigation
in 202 3.The orderwill have far
reachingimpact inthebanking

QUICK TAKES

mBombay HC says criminal
proceedings cannot be used
for 'roving or fishing' inquiries

= Commercial decisions of
lender banks cannot be
subjected to criminal scrutiny
without evidence of fraud,
says HC

= Forensic audit reports did
not indicate fraud or diversion
of funds by group companies

sector,say analysts.
Repayments and settle-
mentswereundertakenacross
GTL, GTL Infrastructure, a
telecom tower firm,and other
group entities through opera-
tional cash flows and asset
sales, without raising fresh
debt or equity since 2011,
company filings show.
Bankers said the group
companies have so far repaid
42 of the 46 lenders. “There
were several forensic audits,
and otherspecial auditswhich
did not find any evidence of
fund diversion,” officials said
on Sunday afterthe two land-
mark judgements by the

Bombay High Court on Friday.
Inthejudgment concerning
GTL, the Bombay High Court
held thatthe investigationcould
not continue in the absence of
identified offenders, stating
that“the CBI cannot be permit-
ted to continue the investiga-
tion in hope that some day it
mayidentifythe offenderwhere
nooffenderhasyet beenidenti-
fiedThe court said therewasno
allegation of dishonest inten-
tionatinception.

The courtalsorecorded that
lender banks had not declared
theaccount as fraud,and that
the FIRhad been filed against
unknown directors and bank

officials despite a prolonged
preliminaryinquiry.

The Bombay HC order addi-
tionally cited Section 17Aof the
Prevention of Corruption Act,
which requires prior approval
before investigation involving
public servants. The court con-
cluded that the investigation in
the FIR“cannot be permitted to
continue any further and is
accordinglyquashed.”

Inaseparate judgment con-
cerning GTL Infrastructure, a
telecom tower company, the
court saidthe CBI' had failed to
identifyaccused personsand
thatthe FIRappeared to have
been lodged fora“roving and
fishing inquiry.”

The court observed there
was“no indication,notevena
whisper, of any foul play” by
the company and that the
forensicaudit report did not
indicate diversion of funds.

The judgment said the
commercial wisdom of lender
banks could not be subjected
to criminal scrutiny in the
absence of collusion or
fraud, and that there was no
allegation of dishonest
intention at the beginning of
the transaction.



