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Govt readies handout of
data-bundled SIM cards

POST REPORTERS

The Finance Ministry plans to seek the
cabinet’s approval to supply registered
low-income earners, currently receiv-
ing a range of state welfare benefits,
with a mobile phone SIM card offering
a free internet connection.

“The purpose of the free internet is
to ensure the poor have access to inter-
net-based sources of information and
news that concerns them,” said Finance
Minister Apisak Tantivorawong,

“Information about farming and
agricultural product price forecasts,
forinstance, should help farmers plan
their production better and avoid an
oversupply of particular types of crops,”
he said.

Two options have been prepared
for the distribution of the free internet
SIMs, according to the minister.

For those who already own a SIM
with an internet connection, the gov-
ernment will top up the package to a
point considered sufficient for their
use. As for the people who do not
already have a package that includes
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the internet, a new SIM with a data
allowance will be provided, he said.

“The government only wants to
guarantee access to key information
and news. This doesn’t mean we are
giving away free SIMs for watching
films, playing games or listening to
music,” he said.

The National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) is finalising the total costs
and details, including data allotment,
he said.

Only low-income earners with a
state welfare card will be eligible to
receive the free internet SIM.

The next round of registration for
welfare cards is expected to come next
year and possibly after the new govern-
ment takes office, Mr Apisak said.

Some criteria will be changed,
including the use of the household
income instead of personal income
to determine eligibility, he said.

In the previous rounds some older
people who were living with and being
supported by wealthy family members
still received cards, he added.
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Free Internet and
other pre-election
goodies roll out
for Christmas

THE NATION

IN A BID to garner popularity ahead of the
election scheduled for February, the govern-
ment has finalised plans to give more than 11
million low-income people free Internet SIM
cards and other state subsidiesthat will togeth-
er cost taxpayers billions of baht.

The Finance Ministry has proposed that
the National Broadcasting and Telecommuni-
cations Commission (NBTC) offer Internet
access free of charge to underprivileged peo-
ple who hold state welfare cards.

Finance Minister Apisak Tantivorawong
said itwould benefit farmers, for example, who
could access market crop prices and otheruse-
ful data in real time.

He said farmers would be able to follow
price trends on low-cost smartphones so they
could make more informed decisions on what
and when to plant, avoiding issues like over-
supply. The NBTC would work out the details,
Apisaksaid, and low-income people otherthan
farmers would also benefit from online access
to improve their individual economic well-
being,.

They could, for example, track job oppor-
tunities or seek training to develop new skills,
thus getting the chance to upgrade their
employment situation.
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Apisak said the free Internet scheme was
notintended forentertainmentor gamingand
should be first tested for six months pending
Cabinet approval.

State-owned TOT Ple would be responsible
for providing the service to registered low-
income people around the country, he said.

Pocket money for New Year

Meanwhile, Suthirat Rattanachote, chief of
the Comptroller-General’s Department, said
the governmentwould also start adding money
to welfare cards later this month to help them
buy necessities for the year-end.

More than 11 million people on annual
income under Bt100,000 - less than Bt8,300
per month - have registered for and received
welfare cards, qualifying for state subsidies
including limited amounts of electricityand tap
water.

Suthirat said themoneywould betransferred
towelfare cardholders from Decemberthrough
September 2019. They will have to pay their
electricity and water bills initially but would be
reimbursed on amonthlybasis. Inaddition, the
government will transfer Bt500 to each card-
holder from December 8-10 as part of the wel-
fare plan to boost purchasing power.

An unspecified number of disabled citizens
and peopleover 60 will receive the sameamount
in January and February.

Other measures include a Bt1,000 subsidy
for people aged 65 and older to cover their
expenses commuting to healthcare facilities,
and another Bt400 for monthly rent.

The raft of benefits will cost billions of baht
intaxmoney asthe government gears upitsstate
welfare campaign ahead ofthe general election.

The 11 million-plus citizens registered for
welfare and listed in a government database so
the Finance Ministry can transfer money direct-
ly to their PromptPay bank accounts, bypassing
intermediaries.
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National digital ID

The TMB

mobile app’s facial
recognition system
lets customers
open accounts
using their
smartphones.

gets

pilot testing in January

Scheme to go public
within five months

SASIWIMON BOONRUANG

After several delays, the national digital
ID service will be available to the public
in the next 3-5 months after undergo-
ing testing, says cybersecurity specialist
Bhume Bhumiratana.

Speaking at the “Blockchain for Sustain-
able Development Goals” forum yester-
day, Mr Bhume said the national digital ID
will be launched in a “limited pilot phase”
among bank staff in January and then go
public soon after.

“Digital ID will enable users to have a
new feature for mobile banking, by which
the banks are identity platforms,” he said.
“Once you make a transaction with other

financial companies, it can be performed
with digital ID, withoutrequiringany docu-
ments.” He said users can enjoy the service
with more than one bank, with only one
digital ID.

The national ID team has been working
with the Digital Government Development
Agency, the Bank of Thailand, the Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission and the
Revenue Department, and talks have begun
with the National Broadcasting and Tel-
ecommunications Commission.

Mr Bhume acknowledged that the ini-
tial phase will need monitoring to prevent
fraud, but if there is more collaboration
among government agencies, the Provin-
cial Administration Department in particu-
lar, the system will be strengthened and
create a space that has not been addressed
by the department.

National digital ID helps facilitate online
transactions and ensure security for users.
The service will enable banks to expand
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their account base through digital lend-
ing via the internet and smartphones at a
rapid pace.

With digital ID, banks can verify cus-
tomer identity with greater convenience
and security through electronic Know Your
Customer technology, which will subse-
quently foster growth in digital loans and
offer attractive interest rate offers, depend-
ing on borrowers' risk profile, which will be
assessed using data analytics.

Blockchain has been used as a critical
component of the national digital ID, par-
ticularly for identity authentication, Mr
Bhume said.

“Eachindividual is currently centralised,
and we will decentralise the system with
blockchain,” he said, adding that block-
chain will help identify who knows whom.

The national digital ID team is also in
discussions with the Education Ministry.

“When the service is launched, there will
be better understanding,” Mr Bhume said.
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