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The 1800MHz spectrum
auction is scrapped after the
country’s three largest mobile
operators decline to take part
] ANALYSIS

1800-megahertz spectrum auction aborted

Collusion suspicions, but is a subpar public bid to blame? By Komsan Tortermvasana and Srisamorn Phoosuphanusorn
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he auction for the 1800-megahertz

spectrum has finally been aborted

after the country’s three largest mobile

operators did not submit bid docu-

ments yesterday. All three had picked
up documents.

The lack of an auction will result in the loss of
at least 100 billion baht in auction fee revenue,
based on the minimum reserve price of the three
licences.
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Empty chairs at the NBTC office after mobile operators declined to i:artlcipate in the auction for the 1800-megahertz spectrum.

Inresponse to charges of collusion against the
three operators, the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) will
ask the government to invoke Section 44 to scrap
the existing remedy measures planned to miti-
gate the impact of Total Access Communication’s
(DTAC's) concession expiry.

The move was largely motivated by DTAC’s
failure to commit to participating in the auction,
with the company saying it already has enough
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spectrum to serve its clients.

If the remedy regulation is scrapped, all of
DTAC’s 470,000 subscribers on its 1800- and
850MHz networks will have to be migrated to other
networks before those networks are shut down
after its concession expires on Sept 15.

“It is not wrong for DTAC to fight for its own
interests, but likewise it is not wrong for the NBTC
to pursue the country’s interests,” said NBTC sec-
retary-general Takorn Tantasith.

The NBTC will also officially propose its sug-
gestion to the government to ease the burdens
that led prospective bidders to not submit bid
documents yesterday.

Academics and industry veterans, meanwhile,
said it's not surprising for inter- operator collusion
to be involved in public auctions, especially in
the Thai telecom industry, which is dominated
by three big players.

For the first time in Thailand’s history, no oper-
ator will participate in a telecom auction, suggest-
ing the national regulator failed to strike the right
chord in terms of price, auction design and the
number of bandwidth slots.

Uncertainty around the government’s willing-
ness to extend licence-payment assistance to the
two winners (AIS and True Move) for the 900MHz
spectrum auction in 2015 was a key factor in the
decision of the two major operators to sit out of
the 1800MHz auction, said a NBTC commissioner
who asked not to be named.

DTAC's early morning announcement to the
press (before 8am) suggests that the country’s
third-largest operator, widely regarded as the
likeliest to participate, was angling to force AIS
out of the auction. The bid submission period ran
from 8.30am to 4.30pm yesterday.

Like DTAC, mobile leader Advanced Info Ser-
vice (AIS) followed suit by officially announcing
later in the afternoon that it would not participate
in the 1800MHz auction, which was to be held
on Aug 4.

Second-ranked True Move was the only opera-
tor to announce its intention not to participate in
the auction before the submission date yesterday.

DTAC: UNDER NO PRESSURE
“We considered the auction carefully and decided
DTAC has enough high-band spectrum to handle
the growth of data services,” said DTAC chief exec-
utive Lars Norling. “The auction conditions did
not allow for long-term value creation for our
customers and shareholders”

News ID: C-180616001071 (16 Jun 18/06:59)

‘ "IQNews(

www.ignewsclip.com

5MHz SPECTRUM, RESERVE PRICE

(average revenue per user)

Unit: Billion Baht

As always, DTAC will continue to ensure that
it holds enough spectrum to serve the growing
needs of its customers, he said.

Mr Norling said the company would take the
necessary preparatory measures to ensure that
no customer is adversely impacted by the con-
cession expiry.

But DTAC said ensuring uninterrupted mobile
service is a shared responsibility of the NBTC,
the spectrum owner and the service provider. To
secure a smooth transition for all ofits customers,
DTAC submitted a joint consumer protection plan
with its concession provider CAT Telecom on June
7 for the temporary provision of services in the
850- and 1800MHz bands.

This joint plan is aimed at ensuring uninter-
rupted service and follows the practice of other
operators in the past. The three previous remedy
periods in Thailand lasted 9-26 months and ended
on thefirst day of operations for the new licensees.

DTAC said the company has demanded it be
granted the same rights as those of other opera-
tors. As per NBTC regulations, 1800MHz should
be granted remedy until the first day of operations
of the winning bidder, DTAC said, adding that
with 850MHz not yet being auctioned, it should
be granted remedy until there is a new licensee
ready to operate it.

Together with DTAC's active efforts to migrate
its 2G customers and aggressive network roll-out
on the 2100- and 2300MHz bands, these meas-
ures offer protection for customers on every single
band currently operated by DTAC — 2G, 3G and
4G — and will ensure continuous service without
any risk of a so-called SIM “blackout”

“What all telecommunications operators now
want is a clear roadmap for low-band spectrum,
to keep up with Thai data consumption both in
urban centres and beyond,” Mr Norling said.

DTAC holds 2 x 15MHz of capacity on the
2100MHz band and recently gained access to a
block of 60MHz on the 2300MHz band — Thai-
land’s widest single block of spectrum. Allowing
for the loss of 1800MHz after the remedy period
constitutes a net gain of 10MHz in terms of high-
band holdings.

As the 2300MHz spectrum operates on 4G, its
benefits are even greater in terms of download
capacity, the company said.

“Download capacity is increasingly critical
given the changing behaviours of Thai consum-
ers, who now stream several hours of video per
day,” DTAC said.
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It is not wrong
for the NBTC
to pursue
the country’s
interests.

TAKORN TANTASITH
NBTC SECRETARY-GENERAL

Even without 1800- and 850MHz, DTAC has
more download capacity per customer than its
competitors (DTAC has 2.75MHz per million

subscribers, while True Move has 1.37MHz and
AIS has 1.99MHz).

This, said the company, shows thatits custom-
ers will not be affected by the loss of 1800MHz.

While thereis a large supply of high-band spec-
trum available in the country, DTAC underscored
the need to make more low-band spectrum avail-
able for telecommunications, ensuring network
quality for those outside of dense urban areas.

Low-band signals allow the farthest coverage
distances and therefore greater access to mobile
connectivity, reaching rural populations where
the high-density networks needed for high-band
spectrum will be unsustainable. Currently there
isno roadmap for low-band spectrum availability,
despite keen interest from all operators.

Mr Norling said Thailand is also an extreme
outlier when it comes to spectrum auction prices.
Combined with large spectrum blocks and the
N-1 rule, Thailand’s spectrum auctions have led
to severe spectrum scarcity, adversely affecting
consumers.

Compared with some of their regional neigh-
bours, Thais pay more for their mobile internet con-
nections while getting slower speeds. Ultimately,
these conditions could also lead to inadequate
infrastructure development and lasting damage to
Thailand’s digital economy, Mr Norling said.

DTAC is investing 4.51 billion baht per year to
operate 2300MHz in partnership with TOT and
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The auction
conditions did
not allow for
long-term value
creation.

LARS NORLING
DTAC CHIEF EXECUTIVE

will invest a further 15-18 billion baht in building
its 2100- and 2300MHz networks.

“With our strategic partnership with TOT, we
can explore new business opportunities like fixed
wireless broadband,” Mr Norling said. “And our
partnership with CAT will also allow us to keep
operating the towers that are under the conces-
sion. This will ensure continuous service for our
customers.’

This August, DTAC is set to be the first telecom
to commercially operate 5G-ready massive MIMO
antennas in Thailand.

AlIS: NOT THE TIME TO INVEST
Like DTAC, AIS said the auction terms were not
appropriate nor in the best interest of the company
at this stage.

“After carefully reviewing the terms and condi-
tions of this spectrum auction and considering the
impact on our stakeholders, including customers,
partners and investors, AIS has decided not to
participate in the upcoming spectrum auction,”
the company said in a release.

AlS’s existing bandwidth, totalling 55MHz, is
sufficient to deliver the best customer experience
while supporting ongoing demand growth, the
company said.

AIS has licences on the 2100-, 1800-, and
900MHz bands, which it acquired in previous
auctions. AIS and TOT signed a contract that
allows AIS to use the 2100MHz band. AIS said it
has enough resources to serve increasing demand
in both data and voice nationwide.
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AIS said itwill continue to monitor changesin
the auction situation, including terms and condi-
tions, as well as its decision to participate.

NBTC DEMANDS SECTION 44
The NBTC will propose that the government
invoke Section 44 to scrap the remedy regulations
for DTAC. The measure will not conflict with the
regulation’s principle, because the remedy is
mainly aimed at avoiding service disruption for
users that remain on the network after the con-
cession expires, according to the regulator.

Theregulator, in turn, will auction the spectrum
before the concession’s expiry date, Mr Takorn
said.

“Three months is enough to migrate all the
existing 470,000 users on DTAC’s 1800- and
850MHz networks to other networks,” he said.

The NBTC will officially propose recommenda-
tions to ease the burdens on True Move and AIS
that led them to not submit bidding documents
yesterday.

Those recommendations include extending
the licence payment terms for the two companies,
which won the 900MHz auction in 2015. AIS and
True Move must pay a combined 120 billion baht
for the last payment of their 900MHz licences in
2020.

Previously, AIS and True Move submitted pro-
posals to the governmentvia the NBTC asking to
extend the last payment period through five-year
instalments. The governmenthas yetto accept the
request after facing heavy criticism from academ-
ics and industry veterans.

Mr Takorn accepted that uncertainty sur-
rounding the 900MHz payment extension was a
key factor discouraging the two major operators
from joining the 1800MHz spectrum auction.

The NBTC will submit all of its recommenda-
tions at its June 27 board meeting and will propose
its resolutions to the government in parallel, he
said.

Mr Takorn spoke with Deputy Prime Minister
Somkid Jutasripitak yesterday morning by phone
to outline the NBTC's suggestions. Mr Somkid
said he supported measures to eliminate all bur-
dens stemming from the auctions, according to
Mr Takorn.

Mr Takorn also conveyed the NBTC's opinion
to Deputy Prime Minister Prawit Wongsuwan
yesterday.

“This maybe a shortcut for resolving the exist-
ing problems for the nextauction,” he said. “Imple-
menting itis in the best interest of the country. We
expect a clear resolution by July 10.”
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EIGHT-MONTHWAIT
The next 1800MHz spectrum auction will take at
least eight months to stage, Mr Takorn said.

The NBTC plans to amend the existing con-
ditions of the 1800MHz auction and organise
another auction with more attractive conditions
for bidders.

The new auction will divide 90MHz of band-
width for upload and download on the 1800MHz
into nine slots of 10MHz. The present auction
divides it into only three slots with 30MHz of
bandwidth each.

“Dividing it into nine slots is the NBTC’s first
priority, which was designed as an alternative
plan of action if no bidders joined the auction,”
Mr Takorn said.

He said the idea was first floated at a grand
public hearing on the 1800MHz auction draft in
December, when some argued it would encourage
bidding competition.

Mr Takorn said the NBTC will begin the process
of amending the existing 1800MHz auction draft
once itreceives clear signs from the NBTC board
and the government.

NO-SHOWS UNSURPRISING
Anuparp Thiralarp, an independent academic,
said inter-operator collusion is not surprising in
public auctions, especially in this industry, given
Thailand’s telecom triopoly.

“Each operator has its own agenda and reasons
for their moves,” he said.

Mr Anuparp said scrapping the post-expiry date
remedy measure may eliminate some obstruc-
tions to the auction. But he disagreed with AIS’s
and True Move’s 900MHz licence payment term
extension, saying they have the means to cope
with the current arrangement.

Meanwhile, NBTC commissioner Prawit Lee-
sathapornwongsa said he disagreed with the reg-
ulator’s planned move.

“It's not private companies or consumers, but
the government which has been immediately
affected by the no-show of the telecom opera-
tors,” he said.

Mr Prawit said using Section 44 is not the
answer, adding that the solution should take into
account the long-term benefits of the digital econ-
omy shift.
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Mobile operators
face 8-month wait

The next auction of the 1800-mega-
hertz spectrum licences will not
happen for at least eight months
until all of the preliminary pro-
cesses have been wrapped up, the
NBTC says.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn
Tantasith said the NBTC plans
to amend the existing condi-
tions related to this spectrum for
the next auction to make the bid
more attractive.

The news comes after a major
hiccup in signal auctioning. All three
mobile operators reportedly opted
out of the August bid yesterday, forc-
ing the Aug 4 plan to be cancelled.

The reserve price will be based on
a similar auction in 2015. It can’t be
reduced in the interests of fair com-
petition, he said.

Full report: Page B3
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Heat on NBTC after
spectrum sale failure

UNFAVOURABLE BID TERMS
AMONG REASONS CITED FOR
DECISIONS TO SHUN AUCTION
OF 1800MHZ LICENCES

SIRIVISH TOOMGUM
THE NATION

THE NATIONAL Broadecasting and
Telecommunications Commission (INBTC) will
consult with the government on how to proceed
after telecommunications operators yesterday
turned their backs on the sale of 1800MHz
licences.

Theregulatorhad setyesterdayastheonly day
that prospective bidders for licences could file
papers expressing their intention to participate
in the auction. With the effective deadline hav-
ing passed for the opening stage of the auction
process, the attention nowswitches tothe NBTC's
next move.

NBTCsecretary general Takorn Tantasith said
yesterdaythatthe NBTC was expected to conclude
its response to the predicament by July 10. He
added thathe wanted tosee the auction take place
this year.

Earlier, Takorn had said that if there was no
bidder, the NBTC would revise the auction rules
and the process might take one year to complete.

All three major telecom operators opted to
skip the auction of the 1800MHz licences, citing
their sufficient bandwidth and that some of auc-
tion rules did not favour their bid participation.

ForTotal Access Communication (DTAC)and
Advanced Info Service, their announcements on
staying out of the auction came yesterday; True
Corp did so earlier this month.

DTAC's shares plunged 7.11 per cent to close
at Bt4:5.75 yesterday, while AIS shares rose 1.06
per cent to end at Bt191. Shares in True closed up
0.76 per cent.

DTAC chiefexecutive officer Lars Norling said
that the company had considered the auction
carefully and concluded that ithas enough high-
band spectrum to handle the expected growth in
data services.

Moreover, theauction conditions did notallow
forlong-term value creation forits customersand
shareholders, he said.

Norling said that its decision yesterday would
not preclude it from entering into any future
actions of spectrum. Tt would continue to seek
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additional spectrum bands, especially the low
band, to enhance its operations, subject to more
favourable auction rules.

Norling added that DTAC would take all nec-
essary preparatory measures to ensure that no
customeris adverselyimpacted by the concession
expiry on September 15.

DTAC and its concession owner CAT Telecom
early this month jointly presented a subscriber
protectionplanto the NBTC for approval as DTAC
approaches the expiration of its 1800MHz and
850MHz concessions.

Referringtothe company’s sufficient holdings
ofbandwidth, hesaid that DTAC holds 2x15 MHz
of capacity on the 2100 MHz band under the
NBTC’s licensing regime and recently partnered
with TOT to provide the service on the state
agency's 60 MHz on 2300 MHz - Thailand’s
widest single block of spectrum.

As the 2300 MHz spectrum operates on the
4G TDD (Time Division Duplex) standard, its
benefits are even greater on download capacity.
The 1800MHz band that will be put to auction
belongs to CAT. The state agency has granted the
bandto DTACtooperatethe serviceunderitscon-
cession.

To bolster its network, DTAC is also rapidly
rolling out new cellular sites. Tt is adding about
4,000 3G/4G 2100 MHz sites per year in 2017-
18, double the rollout speed in previous years.

DTAC committed to adding a minimum of
4,000 4G TDD sitesin 2018 as perits agreement
with TOT. DTACisaiming forupto7,0002.3GHz
sites by the end of the year.

It has a target of 4 million 2.3G subscribers at
the end of'this year.

DTAC chief technology officer Prathet
Tankuranun said DTAC is investing Bt4.51 bil-
lion per year to operate 2300 MHz in partner-
ship with TOT and will invest a further Bt15 bil-
lion to Bt18 billion in building 2100 MHz and
2300 MHz networks.

Its partnership with CAT willalsoallow DTAC
to keep operating the telecom towers that are
under the concession. This will ensure continu-
ous service for its customers.

According to an AIS statement yesterday, the
company said that after a thorough review of the
terms and conditions ofthespectrum auction, ATS
had decided not to participate in the auction.

ATS considered that the auction terms werenot
appropriate nor in the best interests of the com-
pany at this stage. AIS stressed that the compa-
ny’sexistingbandwidth, of 55 MHzin total, issuf-
ficient.
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