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NBTC firm on B17.58bn
for 7T00MHz licence price

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

he telecom regulator has refused

to lower the reserve price of 17.58
billion baht for 10 megahertz of band-
width for sale on the 700MHz spectrum,
despite the three major mobile opera-
tors’ complaints.

The decision came after the end of a
hearing process on the National Broad-
casting and Telecommunications Com-
mission (NBTC) website on Thursday.

The three operators — Advanced
Info Service, True Move H Universal
Communication and Total Access Com-
munication — must submit proposals
by June 19 with a bank guarantee worth
880 million baht if they want to buy a
licence. The operators must choose
the exact slots they want from the three
licences.

If more than one buyer selects the
same slot, the regulator will award the
licence to whichever offers the highest
price.

Takorn Tantasith, the NBTC's secre-
tary-general, said the subcommittee for
the sale approved the 700MHz licence

9

The subcommittee
for the sale
approved the
700MHz licence
conditions with
the same details
as the original
conditions after
the end of the
hearing process.

TAKORN TANTASITH
NBTC SECRETARY-GENERAL
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conditions with the same details as the
original conditions after the end of the
hearing process.

Mr Takorn said the subcommittee
insisted that the reserve price was “rea-
sonable’, despite quiet criticism from
representatives of the three mobile
operators at the public hearing on May
22,

The NBTC plans to sell 30MHz of
bandwidth on the 700MHz band to
the three operators, comprising 703-
733MHz for upload and 758-788MHz
for download.

The operators will each be allowed to
extend their 900MHz licence payment
terms for another five years, provided
theyalso buy 700MHz licences, accord-
ing to the Section 44 order invoked by
the government.

The firstlicence covers 703-713MHz
for upload and 758-768 MHz for down-
load. The second covers 713-723 MHz
for upload and 768-778MHz for down-
load. The third covers 723-733 MHz for
upload and 778-788MHz for download.

Each licence has a term of 15 years.
Buyers have to pay under a 10-year
instalment plan, with 10% payable per
year.

Mr Takorn said the NBTC plans to
submit its official draft for the 700MHz
licence plan to the Royal Gazette on
June 4, to be published in the week to
come.

Last week, the three major mobile
operators slammed the reserve price
of 17.58 billion baht for each 700MHz
licence, saying it was too expensive
relative to previous prices worldwide.
They remain uncertain about use cases
for 5G.

The 700MHz range was auctioned
by many countries in Europe, going for
an average price of 7.35 billion baht per
10MHz.

In Asia, two countries have auctioned
the 700MHz spectrum: Taiwan at 10
billion baht for 10MHz of bandwidth
and Singapore at 15.4 billion baht for
10MHz.

The three operatorsurged the NBTC
to lower the price to a value based on
purchasing power priority, as well as
real value utilisation of the range.

The companies said many of the use
cases for 5G are unlikely to manifest in
the next few years.
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Digital TV broadcasters set to
return licences to the NBTC.

2013 :
24 digital TV licences issued

Closures

2015 : ThaiTV (Channel no 17) and
Loca (15) cease broadcasting due to
huge debts allegedly caused by
exorbitantly high licence fees
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Why Article 44 rode to DIGITAL TV’S RESCUE

PANEL EXAMINES
SUSPICIONS OVER
BROADCASTERS'
BAILOUT, BEMOANS
SETBACK FOR
MEDIA FREEDOM

PIYAPORN WONGRUANG
THE NATION WEEKEND

SERIOUS questions being asked
about the handling of telecommu-
nications frequencies hint that
there is a deeper context to the deci-
sion by seven TV broadcasters to
surrender their licences. To many
observers, it no longer appears to be
a simple matter of businesses aban-
doning ventures that failed to earn a

ﬁm BARELS | W

profit.
The National Council for Peace —— . . . -
and Order - the military junta - Speakers at the “What has the public got?” seminar organised by Thammasat
invoked Article 44 of the interim University's faculties of law and sociology and anthropology.
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constitution to enable the seven
broadeasters to return their licences
to the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC).

Observers have since begun
questioning the background of the
matter and surmising that telecom-
munication signals continue to be
regulated under the “state-capital
patronage” system — at great cost to
the public interest.

Critics have said the manner in
which the state has agreed to accept
the returned licences could send the
process of media reform back to
square one.

The government in 2013 initiat-
ed a full, market-driven business
model for television operations and
invited bids for licences, setting
aside the prior practice of signing
coneession contracts.

There was keen competition
among broadcasters for licences
covering the 700-megahertz spec-
trum, from 510-790MHz, which
had room for nearly 50 channels,
and interest among mobile phone
operators in the 900MHz spec-
trum.

Ultimately 24 TV firms pur-
chased licences.

The ensuing fierce competition
for viewers, unexpected technologi-
cal disruption and inadequate state
infrastructure resulted in financial
losses at some channels within
years, however.

Operators began lobbying for
state relief and some was granted,
but not enough. Finally Prime
Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, in his
capacity as junta chief, used Article
44 in mid-April to bail out the trou-
bled broadcasters.

The suggestion was made ata
seminar this week called “What has
the public got?” that the failure of
digital TV was deliberate and linked
to both the telecommunications
sector and ambitions to embrace 5G
technology.

Thammasat University’s faculties
of law and sociology and anthropol-
ogy organised the event.

It was noted that Article 44
enabled operators to return their
licences without having to pay fees
still due and also compelled the
NBTC to cover their broadcasting
rental fees. In total, the cost to the
taxpayer is estimated to top Bt30
billion.

A portion of the 700MHz spec-
trum (694-790MHz) also becomes
available for future telecommunica-
tions firms interested in bidding,
while the three biggest existing
mobile-phone operators have been
“invited” to bid as a condition for
postponing their licence fees in the
900MHz spectrum.

Dr Somkiat Tangkijvanich, presi-
dent of the Thailand Development
Research Institute, dismissed
claims that the arrangement was
intended to facilitate 5G technology
and compensate digital TV opera-
tors.

Such claims were “a series of
tales or novels”, he said, and untrue.

“Simply put, it’s the story of
Loong [Uncle, referring to Prayut]
ordering Big Brother to carry Sia [a
rich businessman] with the people’s
money,” Somkiat said.

He argued it is only partially true
to say digital TV is doomed without
public financing, since not every
operator failed in its investment
and several have no need of state
support.

Only media personnel whose
jobs are threatened by the shutting
down of operations or by technolog-
ical disruption need help, he said.

Nor is it true at present that
Thailand must urgently embrace
5@, Somkiat said. That technology
is beneficial to the few countries
with massive existing supporting
technology and infrastructure, such
as China and South Korea.

There is no hurry in countries
lacking the supporting technology
and, for Thailand, 4G is ample to
meet the public’s needs, he said.

Somkiat also pointed out that the
NBTC has notyet even produced a
plan to support 5G.

He called the argument that 5G

bidding should proceed now to gen-
erate money to compensate digital
TV operators “a dark joke”. That
amount of money - up to Bt100 bil-
lion, he estimated - could only

come from postponing the overa-
tors’ payment of licence fees.

And Somkiat scoffed at the idea
of seizing the 700MHz spectrum
from the broadcasters to introduce
5G. The spectrum is so vast, he said,
that even if the 694-790M Hz seg-
ment is tagged for 5G as envisioned,
ample space remains in the 510-
694MHz range to run digital TV
without any need to compensate
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firms.

He called into question the logic
behind suspicions over why Article
44 came into play. Broadcasters
have been requesting state aid for
years, he noted, and the outcome
affects both the taxpayer and the
future telecommunications market.

Apart from the Bt30-billion cost
to the taxpayer, Somkiat said, there
are other direct and indirect
impacts on consumers, on top of the
poor example set by the state inter-
vening in private business. The
broadcasting firms should be shoul-
dering all the risks and a state
bailout could both distort the mar-
ket and breach the rule of law, he
said.

“All of this demonstrates that the
claims are just novels or tales, and
the novels and tales aren’t funny or
intelligent at all,” Somkiat said.

Former NBTC commissioner
Supinya Klangnarong said the situ-
ation stems from the entrenched
“state-capital patronage system”
that dates back to the advent of tel-
evision in Thailand, shortly after
the 1932 revolution.

And it comes despite attempts to
reform the media in the 1997 “peo-
ple’s constitution”, she said.

The NBTC has the authority to
amend the rules in response to mar-
ket shifts and technological disrup-
tion, Supinya said. It was intended
from the start to pursue media
reform as an independent regulato-
ry agency, not to be directed by
Article 44, which represents
absolute power without checks or
balances.

There is widespread speculation
about the digital TV compensation,
and yet the NBTC has thus far
offered no formal explanation, she
said.

In the meantime, given current
conditions, more and more media
outlets could fall into the hands of
big corporations and be vulnerable
to political influence, Supinya said.
The result is the reverse of media
reform, which the introduction of
5G will only make more crucial,
since 5G can penetrate every aspect
of our daily lives, including the right
to free expression and access to free
media.

Kannikar Kijtiwatchakul, an
adviser to the Foundation for
Consumers, said the public was the
big loser in the use of Article 44,
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both in terms of tax money and
benefits derived from free media.

NBTC Commissioner Dr Prawit
Leesathapornwongsa noted the loss
of programming for children and
families due to the licences being
returned and channels abandoned.
More than half of on-air news con-
tent has also disappeared, he said.

And the Foundation for
Consumers has monitored more
and more advertising flooding the
channels, eroding people’s access to
news and other information.

“It’s what I would call the ‘dirty
money-state’ regime, which has left
its people behind with nothing but
loss while drugging our media,” said
Kannikar.

Panellists expressed hope that
the matter will be raised for debate
in Parliament. Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit, leader of the
Future Forward Party, has vowed to
push for abandoning the “state-cap-
ital patronage system”, which he
sees the absence of democracy as
sustaining.
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