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TELECOMMUNICATION

NBTC’s prepaid fees request unheeded

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

Three major mobile operators have
shrugged off requests from the
National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC) to
lower service fees, insisting their new
prepaid promotional pandemic pack-
ages suffice to ease public burden,
with up to 30% fee reductions.

Their insistence was relayed when
the operators met the NBTC yesterday
upon the latter’s request for discus-
sions to reduce service fees to assist
the public assistance.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn
Tantasith said the agency will hold
talks with the operators again today
to hear their justifications for their
assistance packages being enough.

Earlier the NBTC demanded all
major mobile operators provide pro-
motion packages for prepaid users
with up to 30% lower fees.

The move is also meant to support

work from home measures being
adopted broadly during the crisis.
For postpaid service, the regulator
also demands the operators extend
bill payment deadlines to three
months to ease hardship among the
users without having their internet
service cut. Bill payments can typi-
cally be delayed for only two months.
Mr Takorn said the three operators
yesterday insisted they have recently
rolled out a series of packages meant

to assist people in working from home
with additional solutions and lower
service fees by 10-30% from the previ-
ous ones.

The companies said they have
allowed postpaid customers with
good payment records to extend the
bill payment to three months during
the crisis.

Despite that, Mr Takorn said the
NBTC wants to ask for cooperation
to allow all postpaid subscribers to

The operators’ representatives said they need to
bring the issue to executives for discussion.

TAKORN TANTASITH
Secretary-general, NBIC
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extend bill payment to three months.

“The operators’ representatives
said they need to bring the issue
to executives for discussion before
answering the NBTC," he said.

According to the NBTC secretary-
general, the operators said they have
no problems if postpaid customers
move to prepaid systems to be eligible
for promotional packages.

Last Friday, the NBTC kicked off
a campaign to allow mobile users
to apply for 10 gigabytes of free
mobile data.

The scheme, which is sponsored by
the NBTC, will last for a month.

The scheme received criticism on
social media for operators receiving
benefits through the NBTC.

Mr Takorn denied that operators
are getting preferential treatment,
saying the operators would receive
only 100 baht per applicant from the
NBTC and 10GB packages are more
expensive under regular terms.
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BUNDIT KERTBUNDIT

months but already it feels like a lifetime.

Many adults have now settled into work-
ing from home or found new ways to make
ends meet in case of layoffs. The fate of most
students, however, remains hanging in the
balance. School postponement did not help
but foment anxieties while queries about how
education will look like when classes resume is
still anyone’s guess.

Last week, the Ministry of Education shifted
the start of the new 2020 academic year from
May 16 to July 1. To ensure students are not
missing out on learning hours, schools will do
away with mid-term recess in October while
final-term break will be curtailed from one and
a half months to 15 days.

This ultimatum falls short of appeasing
some students especially those in Grade 12
who lamented they would be engulfed by a
tighter schedule as they gear up for univer-
sity admission.

Meanwhile, executives of disadvantaged
schools are fretting about how lunch and milk
programmes will be impacted during this bout
of deferral. How are these students going to keep
up with nutrition at home while their parents,
hard pressed by the outbreak, grapple with
legions of insecurity? Not to mention the pros-
pect of aggravated school dropouts.

c ovid-19 has been around for just a few
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Students wear face
masks during an
examination at a school
in Bangkok in February.
School postponement
due to the outbreak has
fuelled speculation
about how education
will be affected.
SOMCHAI POOMLARD

Others doubt if school postponement was
even necessary in the first place. A high-profile
naysayer, Nattakorn Devakula, took to Twitter
his anguish. He chastised the state for having
deprived our children of education for too long
and any further delay in learning comes at the
students’ expense.

The former Bangkok governor candidate went
ontosay the pandemichas now been kept at bay
as evidenced by low new infection and mortal-
ity in the country and recommend we rein in

the virus transmission by practising physical
distancing in school.

Nevertheless, proponents argued itis appro-
priate as Covid-19 remains an existential threat
and opening schools prematurely may turn insti-
tutes of learning into the next virus epicentres.

Furthermore, asthe rainy season splashes in
May, diseases such as dengue fever and influ-
enza, for which children and youths are com-
monly prone to contract, will make students
all the more susceptible to Sars-CoV-2. Delay-
ing school opening will also hand the Ministry
of Education hiatus to collate feedback from
stakeholders and formulate howbest to handle
instruction during this unprecedented time.

Another concern is instructional methods.
The ministry announced it will be building on
existing technical infrastructure such as working
with the National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission to render classes on
13 TV channels by means of digital learning tel-
evision. While news has it that a procurement
of tablets is on the cards, Education Minister
Nataphol Teepsuwan insisted no purchases of
unnecessary devices will be pursued.

According to Mary Burns, a Senior Technol-
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ogy Specialist at the Education Development
Centre (EDC), teaching via the tube is one of

four distance-learning platforms countries can
leverage to weather the Covid-19 storm. The
other three being radio, mobile phone and
online learning.

There is no one-size-fits-all solution to remote
education, of course. Ms Burns said which
medium or hybrid of mediums to adopt depends
upon technical infrastructure, access, content
and timeframe. Moreover, each apparatus has
its strengths and weaknesses.

Radio and TV boast “tremendous reach”
and are user-friendly but are rigid and one-
directional as educators would be doing all the
talking. Mobile phones are also ubiquitous but
lack large-scale education specifically designed
for the device.

Online instruction is “the most ideal” because
its ability to accommodate two-way communi-
cation and real-time response are reminiscent
of face-to-face classrooms. Nonetheless, it still
requires more infrastructure investing, planning
and designing as well as trainings for teachers
and students to fully reap its potential.

In Thailand, the National Statistical Office
found 95.3% of21.6 million householdsin 2018
have access to TV content. Meanwhile, its 2015
survey showed among Gen Z, or those aged
between six and 17, 81.7% used computers,

65.6% the internet and 49.8% mobile phones.

Assuming no material changes to the stats
and looking purely through the lens of outreach,
instruction via broadcasting, particularly for vul-
nerable students, may be Thailand’s best bet
for now.

However, since each academic grade is des-
ignated to one TV channel, a question is how
families with more children than there are TVsin
the house will juggle learning with broadcasting?
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Other challenges include how to support
their higher electricity bills and what to do for
students whose family members cannot help
facilitate their learning at home. A solution to
these may be for some students to be allowed to
study in schools as is done in Singapore.

The Lion City rolled out full-fledged home-
based learning (HBL) on April 8 that will last
until at least May 4. Virtual lessons are con-
ducted for all subjects. Assignments and quizzes
are both online and offline. School and national
exams will be modified to reflect the curriculum.

Although the country’s Ministry of Education
provided an HBL guide and sample plans, teach-
ers have the autonomy to tailor their instruction.

In prepping parents and students for HBL, all
schools are well-equipped to lend digital equip-
ment and internet access and provide assistance
on childcare. The state also offers subsidies on
gadgets and free broadband to the needy.

For students from low-income families who
lack resources, including parental support or a
conducive environment, to do HBL effectively
or be in a school meals programme, they are
welcome to return to school where safe spaces
and teacher supervision are available.

While the juryis still out on how the education
authorities plan to pacify the aforementioned
uncertainties, one thing is clear — the public is
both dubious and agitated about the procure-
ment of any learning device as it has tradition-
ally been a corruption breeding ground. Many
are quick to point out this stomach-churming
notion, and rightfully so. Fool me once, shame
on you; fool me twice, shame on me.

Bundit Kertbundit was a reporter at the Thai
Public Broadcasting Service and wrote articles for
the Business Post.
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