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TELECOMS

TDRI chief:
Giants don’t
qualify for
relief plan

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

Thailand Development Research Institute
(TDRI) chairman Somkiat Tangkitvanich
has voiced opposition to a plan aimed at
granting five-year extensions for the pay-
ment of final instalments in the 900-MHz
band licence auction.

The extension, worth a total of 120 bil-
lion baht, would benefit the two licence
winners. He said the national telecom
regulator should develop regulations that
ensure good governance and support all
players instead of entering into negotia-
tions with only a few.

Mr Sombkiat said he disagreed with the
relief package for the two winners of the
900-MHz licence auction planned by the
National Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission (NBTC), which
is urging the government to invoke Sec-
tion 44 to ease the financial burden of the
two companies.

He said Advanced Info Service (AIS)
and True Move did not deserve such assis-
tance because they knew the risks involved
when they put in the bids for the 900-MHz
licences. “Both AIS and True operate
mobile services at a profit and are capable
of makingthe licence payments of60 billion
baht each,” he added.

Lastyear, AIS reportedly posted a profit
of 30 billion baht, while True Move made
2.3 billion baht. True Move had a revenue
share of 18.8% of thelocal mobile market in
2015, whichincreased to 26%in 2017 thanks
to attractive packages the service provider
offered to draw
new subscribers.

Mr Somkiat
said AIS and True
Move are both
capable of paying
off their fees,
adding they might
have to borrow
from banks or
increase their reg-
istered capital, but
that was the busi-

Somkiat: No new
auction guarantee
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ness of the two tel-
ecommunication giants.

AIS and True Move jointly asked the gov-
ernment late last year to invoke Section 44
and extend the terms of their licence pay-
ments for 2019, when two firms are due to
pay the last instalment of 60 billion baht
each to the state.

AIS won the 900-Mhz licence with a
bid of 75.65 billion baht, while True Move
claimed another at 76.29 billion baht. They
have already paid 8.04 billion baht each in
2016 and 4.02 billion baht apiece in 2017.

AIS and True Move are due to pay the
third instalment of 4.02 billion baht each
in 2018. However, the last payment in 2019
would cost AIS 59.5 billion baht while True
Move would have to pay 60.2 billion baht.

NBTC has advised the National Council
for Peace and Order (NCPO) to support
the companies’ requests to break down the
last payment into another set of five yearly
instalments (2020-2024) with a 1.5% inter-
est rate payable to the state for the exten-
sion period.

Recently, NBTC secretary-general
Takorn Tantasith said the relieffor AIS and
True Move will encourage the companies
to join the planned auction of 1800-MHz
licences this year and generate more than
100 billion for the state.

Mr Somkiat said remarks that the two
companies would join the bidding process
atthe next auction after they have received
the assistance were only hypothetical.

“Who'll be held responsible if [they]
get the extension and don't join the auc-
tion? Who'll compensate for the losses
caused by this false assumption?” queried
Mr Somkiat.

He added that several conditions in the
regulations governing mobile operators
and service providers had changed and
were unstable, thus failing to ensure fair-
ness for all players in the market.
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Hard line urged on operators’ pleas

TDRI SAYS REQUESTS FROM 900MHZ SPECTRUM LICENCE HOLDERS FOR EASED FEE SCHEDULE BENEFIT NO ONE BUT THEM

SIRIVISHTOOMGUM
THE NATION

THE government and regulators
should hold firm againstthe requests
oftwoholders of QOOM Hz spectrum
licences for an eased fee payment
schedule as such a concession would
benefit only the operators and not
the country, Thailand Development
Research Institute (TDRI) president
Somkiat Tangkitvanich said.

Granting the operators’ requests
to ease the financial burden of the
upfront fees for the licences would
also undermine the confidence of
investors in Thailand, Somkiat said
yesterday.

On Tuesday, Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha asked Deputy
Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam
to expedite his exploration of ways to
reducethe problems ofthe digital TV
licence holders and also those of the
two 900MHz licence holders,
Advanced Wireless Network (AWN)
and TrueMove H Universal

Communications (TUC).

The premier gave guidelines to
Wissanu that the solutions should be
based on principles that enable the
private operators to continue to do
business, that don’t hurt investor
confidence and that the operators
had toaccepttheyare subjectto busi-
ness risks. Moreover, the solutions
must not affect the public interest.

Sombkiat said that based on these
guidelines, the governmentseemsto
understand what the public interest
1s, but not so the National

Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC).

Somkiat said there was no good
reason for the NBTC to help AWN
and TUC, given that their parent
companies Advanced Info Service
and True Corp, respectively, both
reported net profits last year.

True's mobile phone business has
also seen its market share increase
sharply over the past three years.
Unlikethe case of thedigital TV oper-

‘6RANTING THE OPERATORS’
REQUESTS TO EASE THE
FINANCIAL BURDEN OF THE
UPFRONT FEES FOR THE
LICENCES WOULD
UNDERMINE THE
CONFIDENCE OF INVESTORS.’

ators, AWN and TUC are still finan-
cially healthy.

He added that what investors
feared the most was an uncertain
regulatory environment. Frequent
rule changes, especially those that
could favour some private players,
may damage investor confidence and
the NBTC's credibility.

AWN and TUC proposed to the
junta last June that the Article 44
special power held by the junta chief
under the interim constitution be
invoked to allow them to divide the
final instalments of the 900MHz

spectrum licence upfront fee into
multiple tranches.

AWN and TUC are scheduled to
pay the hefty final instalments of
Bt59.574 billion and Bt60.218 bhil-
lion, respectively,in 2020. Thejunta
had consulted the watchdog on the
two operators' requests.

The NBTC recommended that
they should be allowed to split the
final instalment payment into five
tranches and that they pay interest
of 1.5 per cent, based on the Bank of
Thailand's policy rate.

Somkiatsaid that whatthe NBTC
proposed to the government
amounted to putting the interest of
the private operators ahead of thatof
the public.

Under the auction rules for the
900MHzspectrum, thelicence hold-
ers must pay interest of 15 per cent
per year if they fail to pay the instal-
ments on the due dates. If, under the
NBTC’s proposal, they can pay only
1.5 per centinterest peryear, accord-
ing to Somkiat, the difference
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between these two interest rate pay-
ments is Bt15 billion per operator.

Whilethe NBTC claimed thateas-
ing the operators’ financial burden
would enable them to save costs and
encourage themto enterthe planned
1800MHz licence auction and
ensure meaningful bid competition,
Somkiat said this assertion was a
product of the NBTC’s own imagi-
nation and lacked anyvalid evidence.

He believes that the two operators
would not bid fiercely in the
1800MHz auction as they had
already clinched huge spectrum
bandwidth in past auctions.

One way to ensure to meaningful
bid competition is to create the con-
ditions that encourage newcomers
to join in.

In the absence of any compelling
reasons for concessions from the
authorities, Somkiat said the NBTC
should ensure that it regulates the
market in accordance with only the
public interest and that fair treat-
ment is given to all players.
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DTAC parent asks
for auction redesign

JESUS ALCOCER
SRISAMORN PHOOSUPHANUSORN

Telenor chief executive Sigve Brekke is
pressing the government to grant pay-
ment extension facilities for future auc-
tions if it decides to use Section 44 to relax
the licence payment terms of Advanced
Info Service (AIS) and True Move, the
winners of the 2015 auctions.

Mr Brekke met Deputy Prime Minister
Somkid Jatusripitak yesterday to discuss
some of the most pressing issues for Tel-
enor’s Thai mobile operating unit, Total
Access Communication (DTAC). The first
issue was the government’s plan to invoke
Section 44 to extend the winners’ final
licence payments over five years.

Somkiat Tungkitvanich, chairman
of the Thailand Development Research
Institute, previously pushed
against using the executive
order, saying AIS and True
Move, which still owe 60 bil -
lion baht each, had decided
to push forward with their
auction bids in spite of the
inflated price.

Mr Brekke urged the gov-
ernmentto introduce a simi-
lar extension mechanism
for the upcoming auction if
it decides to go ahead with
the payment extensions of
AIS and True Move.

“Idon’t want to say if it is
fair or not, but it definitely
makes the last auction look
more attractive in retro-
spect,” he said. “Mr Somkid
did not give me any guar-

antees, but said he would
bring our concerns to TOT Plc and to
the government.”

Mr Brekke also urged Mr Somkid to
help speed DTAC's partnership deal with
TOT on the 2300-megahertz spectrum,
noting that the delay is causing TOT to
forgo 400 million baht amonth in network
leasing revenue. The deal has yet to be
approved by the attorney-general.

The meeting came a few months after
True surpassed DTAC as the second-
largest mobile operator and three weeks
after DTAC's head, Lars Norling, posted
his resignation.

Mr Brekke said he is in talks with four
or five candidates, both Thais and for-
eigners, to succeed Mr Norling, who is
scheduled to depart on Sept 1.

DTAC has slashed its workforce and
cut its marketing budget to prop up the
bottom line. The company’s lean strategy
is an attempt to emulate digital service
providers, which the company considers
future competitors, Mr Brekke said.

DTAC is also facing the possibility that
the planned 1800- and 850MHz auctions
will not take place before its 2G mobile
licence expires in September. Mr Brekke
said DTAC's customers will experience

Sigve Brekke, president and CEO of Telenor Group, says
DTAC has every intention of staying in the Thai market.

uninterrupted services.

But the service revenue generated
between September and the date on
which DTAC secures its next 1800MHz
spectrum licence will accrue to the
National Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission (NBTC).

Mr Brekke said the company is finan-
cially prepared to wait for the auction,

even if the delay is longer than expected.
“True remained in that state for two years,
and AlS faces a similar situation,” he said.

The problem, he said, is that the NBTC
keeps changingits mind on the 1800MHz
auction design: “The regulator seemed
to have finally relented to the indus-
try’s efforts to shift the auctioned block
size from 15MHz to a 5MHz licensing
scheme. Days later, the NBTC came out
sayingthatithad gone back to the 15MHz
scheme again.”

There is no clarity in terms of the
850MHz spectrum auction either, he said.

Most developed countries’ auction
spectrum is in 5MHz or even 1MHz

blocks, which gives industry players more
flexibility. Restricting the auction to larger
blocks results in an artificial scarcity of
spectrum and higher prices. “Even AIS
and True may only need 10MHz each,”
Mr Brekke said.

“They ask me if DTAC will stay in the
Thai market,” said Mr Brekke, who served
as DTAC chief executive from 2002 to
2008. “We have been here for 18 years,
and we have faced hard times, but we
always come back. In fact, DTAC is our
group’s second-largest market [in terms
of revenue] after Norway.”

DTAC, he said, is stockpiling cash for
the coming transition into more data-
heavy and tailored packages. While DTAC
has lost share in the market as a whole, it
has won a few percentage points in the
postpaid sector, according to Mr Brekke.

Thai consumers are already the heavi-
est data users in the world, at 6GB per
month, compared with 3GB a month
in Norway.

“Today Thailand looks more like
Norway than other markets in the region,”
Mr Brekke said. “Myanmar is what Thai-
land used to be 10 years ago.’

Thailand already serves as the group’s
testing ground for digital technologies.
This year, for example, the company is
rolling out services like Line Mobile,
introduced in Thailand last year, in
Malaysia and Bangladesh.
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DTAC partner Telenor
in for the long haul

SIRIVISH TOOMGUM
THE NATION

NORWEGIAN telecommunications giant Telenor group
has reaffirmed its long-term commitment to Thailand,
the group's president and chief executive officer, Sigve
Brekke, said yesterday in Thailand.

Telenor is a foreign strategic partner of Total Access
Communication (DTAC).

Telenor’s partnership with DTAC goes back 18 years
and itis now the group's second-biggest revenue con-
tributor.

Brekke said that the global telecom industry was
changing significantly and all operators, including
Telenor group, were positioning themselves for the
future by transforming their organisations to become
full digital-service providers.

He said that Telenor group was making itself much
leaner, more cost-efficient, and much more digital and
dynamic to prepare itself for the future.

The group has also deployed advanced technolo-
gies, such as data analytics and artificial intelligence, to
better serve customers. Brekke met Deputy Prime
Minister Somkid Jatusripitak yesterday to discuss how
DTAC can support Thailand's digital transformation
process.

Brekke also discussed with Somkid issues concerning
plans for a partnership involving the 2.3GHz spectrum.

DTAC is waiting for the Office of the Attormney-
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General (OAG) to finish examining its partnership con-
tract with the TOT to develop a fourth-generation wire-
less broadband service on the TOT's 2.3-gigahertz spec-
trum.

The TOT granted the partnershipdeal to DTACin
May 2017. The OAG's completion of its examination of
the contract would pave the way for both partners to
enter into the 2.3GHz partnership contract.

Brekke said that Somkid committed to help by look-
ing into the matter as he understood its importance not
only toDTAC but also to the TOT.

Regarding the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission’s (NBTC) plan to auc-
tion DTAC's 1800MHz spectrum after the company's
concession under CAT Telecomends in mid-September,
Brekke said that he was a little confused because the
NBTC had seemed to change its mind again on the
number of the planned available licences in the upcom-
ing auction.

In a recent public hearing on the auction draft rules,
DTAC and some other participants recommended that
the watchdog divide this 45MHz bandwidth into nine
licences each with 5SMHz bandwidth.

They were responding to the NBTC's original plans
for three licences each with 15MHz bandwidth. The split
into nine licences would make it more flexible for the
auction, the operators said.

After the hearing, the NBTC office proposed for the
board's consideration that the watchdog auction nine
licences each with 5MHz. The board is yet to look into
this proposal.

However, NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tantasith
this week said he would propose to the board for its
consideration on April 11that the watchdog reinstate
the original auction plan.
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