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TELECOMS

NBTC’s S44

request likely
to be denied

AEKARACH SATTABURUTH
CHATRUDEE THEPARAT

The telecom regulator’s request for the
use of Section 44 to suspend debt repay-
ments for digital TV and mobile opera-
tors is likely to be denied amid conflicting
views on the issue, said the organisation’s
chief yesterday.

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-general of
the National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC), met
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, in his
capacity as chief of the National Council for
Peace and Order (NCPO), yesterday to ask
the premier to use his special power to help
operators of digital TV and the 900-mega-
hertz mobile spectrum.

“Gen Prayut, however, is wary about the
different views on the issue and told us to
ensure the measures do not favour the pri-
vate sector and that the country gains.

“The prime minister gave us one week
to justify our request in writing by focusing
on the national and public interests,” said
Mr Takorn.

Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-
ngam, who chairs the working committee
on the issue, would call a meeting before
the proposal was resent to the NCPO, added
Mr Takorn.

Gen Prayut’s response came after the
Thailand Development Research Institute
(TDRI) said the NBTC's proposal exces-
sively favoured the private sector.

Under the NBTC's proposal, debt pay-
ments should be suspended for three
years for digital TV operators. They have
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also asked for the interest rate to be cut to
1.5%, the Bank of Thailand’s policy rate.

For the two mobile phone operators —
Advanced Info Service Plc and True Corp
— the NBTC asked the NCPO chief to allow
them to pay the last instalments 0f 59.5 and
60.2 billion baht respectively over five years,
instead of in one lump sum in 2019.

A source said the NCPO will not turn
down the proposal to give assistance to the
operators, but it wants the NBTC to clearly
justify itself following the TDRI's concerns
about the state using executive powers to
bolster private businesses.

TDRI chairman Somkiat Tungkitvanich
previously posted on his Facebook page
criticism of the NBTC's plan to request a
Section 44 order for the purpose.

According to him, although the win-
ning price of the 900-MHz licenses was
likely inflated by JASMBB's bids, AIS and
True Move had already decided to bid for
the licenses and assistance given to them
would be at the state’s expense.

In his view, the interest rate of 1.5% a
year that the two companies are seeking
is too low compared to the 15% fine they
should be paying after failing to adhere to
the conditions of the auction.

The difference between the rates would
essentially mean the state waiving 30 billion
baht according to the contracts they signed.

A Yuanta Securities analyst, who
requested anonymity, said the valuation
of digital TV operators would remain the
same whether the government helped them
ornot.

“Most giant digital TV operators said
they will pay the licence fee as normal
even though the NBTC is asking to extend
the payment timeline because there is no
reason to shoulder interest expenses when
they have enough cash flow and payment
ability,” said the analyst.

Additional reporting by Komsan
Tortermvasana
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PM rejects rescue of TV
and telecoms companie

CRITICS OBJECT TO BAILOUT OF INDEBTED FIRMS, FAVOUR MARKET FORCES

THE NATION

IN ASURPRISEMOVE, Prime Minister
General Prayut Chan-o-cha has put the
brakes on a controversial proposalto help
financially troubled broadcasting and
telecoms firms following criticism from
top academics.

The premier said the government
would employ “appropriate” measures
to help the two sectors after deciding
not to exercise his sweeping powers
under Article 44 enshrined in the
Constitution to grant multi-billion-
baht debt moratoriums to nearly two
dozen digital TV licensees and two 4G
telecoms bid winners.

The debt moratoriums were recently
proposed by the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) following a meeting chaired by
deputy premier Wissanu Krea-ngam with
private sector representatives.

However, Somkiat Tangkitvanich,
president of Thailand Development
Research Institute (TDRI), sharply crit-
icised the proposal, especially regarding
financial benefits for Trueand AIS, which
owe the government nearly Bt60 billion
in unpaid spectrum fees.

Somkiat also voiced opposition to a
three-year debt moratorium for digital
TV broadcasters, arguing that only one of

three factors cited by the NBTC for help-
ingthelicensees wasacceptable -thestate
agency's inability to implement the tran-
sition from analogue to digital broad-
casting smoothly.

The other two factors of rapid tech-
nology change and an oversupply of
broadcasters were regarded as normal
business risks that were the responsibil -
ity of the private sector.

Prayut said he would ensure fairness
in helping both sectors and the Central
Administrative Court’s recent verdict
would be a precedent.

Wissanu will schedule another meet-
ing with the NBTC to resolve the issue
under an Article 44 order.

“I haven’t decided anything yet. After
all, we have to come up with suitable
measures,” Prayut said after yesterday’s
Cabinet meeting.

On March 13, the Central
Administrative Court ordered the NBTC
toreturnbillion-baht bank guarantees to
Thai TV, the licensee for two digital tele-
vision stations, which had failed to pay
NBTC licence fees while citing
unfavourable business conditions.

Citing the premier’s remarks, NBTC
secretary-general Takorn Tantasith said
certain private-sector industries should
not be given advantages as the National
Council for Peace and Order (NCPO)was
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worried it would be accused of unduly
favouring specific private operators.

Regarding digital TV licence holders,
the government had been asked to ease
their financial problems by granting a
three-year grace period for remaining
instalmentsontheirup-frontlicencefees
and halving theirterrestrial broadcasting
network rental fees for two years.

For the telecoms sector, Advanced
Wireless Network (AWN) and TrueMove
H Universal Communication, both of
whichhold NBTC900MHzlicences, had
asked the junta to let them split their
fourth and final instalments on up-front
fee payments for spectrum auction bids
into five tranches.

AWN and TrueMove H are each
required to payfinalinstalment payments
of about Bt60 billion in 2019.

Somkiat said earlier that neither the
governmentnorthe NBTC shouldbeheld
responsible for lossesincurred by licence
holders as a result of a glut of available
channels and viewers shifting to alterna-
tive platforms.

A stock analyst, who declined to be
named, said yesterday that he had dis-
agreed from the start with the notion that
the government should be asked to step
in to ease the financial burden of broad-
casters and telecom operators.

Before taking partin the NBTC's dig-
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WISH LIST
Proposed state benefits
for digital TV licensees - =

m Three-year debt moratorium on
unpaid licence fees

m Two-year, 50-per-cent reduction
of ground network fees

Proposed state benefits for 4G
telecoms spectrum bidders
m True and AlS would spread out

payment of about Bt60 billion in
unpaid spectrum fees over a
five-year period

m Each would save an estimated
Bt15 billion in terms of interest
expenses, since they would pay
a fee of only 1.5 per cent per
annum on the unpaid
amount, compared to a
15-per-cent late payment
fee stipulated in bidding
terms

Source: The Nation NATION GRAPHICS

ital TV licence auction in 2013, bidders
should have realised there would be
intense competition in the industry as
they knew that the regulator would be
auctioning as many as 24licences, he said.

Headded that the best solution was to
let the marketmechanismtakeits course.
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