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EXCLUSIVE

NBTC backs Section 44 for digital TV

In a letter to the ruling military council, the regulator throws its support
behind aid for financially ailing operators. By Komsan Tortermvasana

he National Broadcasting and

Telecommunications Commission

(NBTC) has officially endorsed a

three-year suspension of terrestrial

digital TV operators’ licence
payments by requesting that the National
Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) invoke
Section 44, allowing operators to postpone
their payments.

The regulator also offered to use its Broad-
casting and Telecommunications Research and
Development Fund to subsidise some parts of
the rentalfee of broadcasting networks to help
digital TV operators pay the combined 2.5 bil-
lion baht per year.

The move comes in the wake of an NCPO
letter that asked the regulator for its opinion
about demands by the Association of Digital TV
Operators, which for months urged the govern-
ment to invoke Section 44 to help them survive
the current crisis.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tantasith
said the NBTC office submitted a proposal for
additional assistance to the NCPO on Dec 14.

The regulator insisted that its stance of addi-
tional assistance for digital TV operators would
not damage the public interest.

“The NBTC wants the government to invoke
Section 44 to ease operators’ financial burdens
because the present crisis of digital TV opera-
tors not only affects the broadcasting industry,
but also related businesses and their employ-
ees,’” Mr Takorn said.

He said the NBTC office’s proposal would
not fulfil all requirements of the Association of
Digital TV Operators, whose full laundry list of
demands was too expansive.

The NBTC granted 24 digital TV licences to
17 winning bidders in 2014, with combined
winning prices of 50.86 billion baht. The opera-
tors have already paid a combined 34 billion
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baht to the NBTC, or 64% of the combined
winning prices.

Underthe NBTC's proposal, the existing dig-
ital TV operators can stop paying their last two
terms of licence payments during 2018-20, so
theywould continue to make licence payments
for the fifth and sixth terms in 2021 and 2022.

For therental fee of broadcasting networks,
Mr Takorn said the NBTC would use its fund to
subsidise the digital TV operators. He declined
to elaborate on further details, saying only that
the final decision was now up to the NCPO.

Mr Takorn said the current ecosystem is
affected by fast-changing communications
technology, competition from other broad-
casting platforms and especially from social
medialike YouTube and Facebook. The NBTC
thus needs to monitor the operators closely, in
terms of operation and management.

The Association of Digital TV Operators pre-
viously requested additional assistance from
the government to eliminate the rental fee of
broadcasting networks (which is due in January
2018); waive the remaining licence payments
starting from the May 2018 payment; and allow
financially ailing operators to exit the business.

The association and related groups sub-
mitted a proposal to the legal committee of
the National Legislative Assembly, asking it to
review the frequency allocation law and the
Broadcasting Act of 2008.

Association president Suphap Kleekachai
said the houris too late and it’s useless to point
fingers of blame, so the best course is to move
forward with real solutions.

“Section 44 is the most proper shortcut
to help digital TV operator survive,” he said,
adding that failures in the terrestrial digital TV
business are mainly due to oversupply caused
by too many TV channels.

Asix-month delayin distribution of free set-
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COMBINED WINNING PRICES OF 50.86 BILLION BAHT

WORTH OF 24 DIGITAL TV LICENCES GRANTED BY NBTC

Payment term

Amount of payment

m First term 2014 12.3 billion baht L

= Second term 2015 78bilionbaht

mThirdterm2016  S88bilionbaht =

m Fourthterm2017 _ 49bilionbaht 77

Total 34 billion baht or 64% of combined winning price

2 The winners have to €2 Thai TV, which holds two | € DN Broadcast has yet to
make licence payments licences, began stopping make its licence
for six years. payment in the third payment for the fourth

term; the dispute is now term.

Court.

Source: NBTC, compiled by Bangkok Post

top boxes to viewers and the impractical capac-
ity of multiplexer network also led to problems.
Sikares Sirakan, an independent academic

covering digital and new media, said the time
has come to deliver proper measures to termi-
nate the problem, especially within the next
six months or before this coming May, which
is the timeline for the remaining licence pay-
ment for 2018.

“I did not agree with the digital TV licences
in 2014, but we have walked too far now and
the chronic problem needs to be resolved,” Mr

Sikares said.

He said the auction design of digital TV
licences was done incorrectly, in terms of both
number of licenses and types of licences.

In a related matter, Advanced Info Service
(AIS) and True Move, the two winners of 4G
licences on the 900-megahertz spectrum in
2015, have jointly asked the government to
invoke Section 44 to allow them to extend the
term of their licence payment in 2019, when
each company has to make a final 60-billion-
baht payment to the state.

The NCPO asked the opinion of the NBTC
about the requirements of AIS and True Move.
The NBTC listed the issue as an agenda item
for the NBTC's board meeting on Wednesday.

Mr Takorn said the NBTC board is apt to
agree with the move of the two winners of 4G
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licences on the 900MHz spectrum because the
paymentis a huge burden for the two compa-
nies and will create unwanted effects amid the
5G licence auctions planned for 2018.

“Under their existing financial burdens, itis
hard for them to make a new term loan from
creditors preparing for the 5G licence bid, and
that will inevitably have an effect on the com-
petitive mood of the planned auction,” he said.

NBTC plans to auction one licence
for 1I0MHz of bandwidth on the 850MHz
band (upload and download) and three
licences on the 1800MHz spectrum (each
containing 30MHz of bandwidth for upload
and download).

The reserve price for the 850MHz licence is
37.9 billion, while each licence of the 1800MHz
band is priced at 37.4 billion.

The 1800- and 850MHz spectrum ranges are
now operated by Total Access Communication
under the concessions of state-owned enter-
prise CAT Telecom. The concessions expire
on Sept 30 next year.
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Digital economy on the move

ESTIMATE OF 25% GROWTH FOR 2018 FOLLOWS 20% LIFT TO BT2.5 TN THIS YEAR

WICHIT CHAITRONG
THE NATION

THE value of Thailand’s digital
economy has swelled by 20 per cent
this year to Bt2.5 trillion, account-
ing for 17 per cent of gross domes-
tic product (GDP), with even faster
growth pencilled in for next year by
a leading forecaster.

The Centre for Economic and
Business Forecasting of University
of the Thai Chamber of Commerce
(UTCC) expects the information
technology-related economy will
expand 25 per cent next year to
Bt3.2 trillion next year, making up
19 per cent of GDP.

The centre’s projection is based
on an assumed national economic
growth of more than 4 per cent.

It shares the bullish view on the
2018 economic outlook with other
forecasters, including Asia Plus
Securities, which is looking to 4.2
per cent GDP growth.

Asia Plus believes that pending
public investment of Bt920 billion
will be realised. The National
Economic and Social Development
Board forecasts GDP growth at 4
per cent next year, up from 3.9 per
cent this year, with the country’s
output will be driven by exports,
investment, consumption and
tourism.

Although many digital television
channels have lost money this year
and been forced tolay offlarge num-
bers of workers, e-commerce busi-
ness has managed high growth at 20
per centin 2017.

The Kasikorn Research Centre
estimates that the value of online
shopping will grow between 20 and
25 per cent next year due to con-
sumers’ use of smartphonesand the
provision of online payment infra-
structure by the public and private
sectors, aswell asthe benefits gained
from expanded coverage of high-
speed Internet across the country.

The government has recently
implemented the PromptPpay
scheme, which is aimed at hasten-
ing Thailand’s transition to a cash-
less society.

The Bank of Thailand, commer-
cial banks and state-owned banks
have provided financial infrastruc-

iz ::

X STORY

ture support to many types of digi-
tal payments, including the latest
QR code payment technology.

Bolstering this effort, online
shopping operators have employed
marketing strategy to woo new cus-
tomers.

According to the National
Broadcastingand Communications
Commission, the number of mobile
phones has risen to 120.2 million
thisyearin a country of 67.7 people.
The number of Internet users has
risen 11.1 per cent to 43.9 million.

However, the growth in the dig-
ital economy may be concentrated
in few businesses types, such as
online shopping and online finan-
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cial services. While many are look-
ing ahead to the rise of the Internet
of Things - electronic products that
can communicate among them-
selves - Kasikorn Research Centre
said the growth in this area may
come gradually as production
chains need times to adjust as well
as consumer behaviour.

The government expects invest-
ment in the Eastern Economic
Corridor (EEC) will get off the
ground next year after an enabling
law comes into effect. If it goes as
planned, the project may boost pri-
vate investment in high technology
such as smart electronics and elec-
tric  vehicles. The Thailand
Development Research Institute
and other critics, however, are less
optimistic about more private
investment in high technology, due
partly to the constraints of the con-
troversial Computer Crimes Law, a
skills shortage and the weakness of
production chains in digital busi-
ness, industrial robotics, biofuels
and biochemicals.

The government has also been
blamed for a delay in the imple-
mentation of comprehensive e-gov-
ernment services, would lead to a
one-stop service for investors and
the general public.

Anotherfactor to consideristhat
the average Thai has a tendency to
be a consumer of digital economy
products and services, rather than
being a creator of these. So far, no
Thai start-up has graduated to the
celebrated unicorn status - marked
by a valuation of at least US$1 bil-
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lion. Thai start-ups are laggards
compared with their peers in
Vietnam and Indonesia.

Thai households are also mired
in debt, which will constrain both
overall economic growth and the
digital economy next year and this
results in caution on spending.

The UTCC said that factors sup-
porting the digital economy are fur-
ther implementation of the
Thailand 4.0 policy, the govern-
ment’s embarking on an e-govern-
ment service and the expansion of
Internet infrastructure to remote
communities. Ttalso notes that peo-
ple have more knowledge of infor-
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mation and communication tech-
nology and that high-speed Internet
is reasonably priced.

Negative factors including the
threat of cyber crimes, legal con-
straints on online shopping, con-
sumer concerns over fake goods and
services, the limitation of IT infra-
structure coverage and a lack of
knowledge of technology among
many entrepreneurs, it said.

Should the country succeed in
easing such constraints, the growth
rate in both GDP and the digital
economy may accelerate with sup-
port from a sustained global recov-
ery, the UTCC said.
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