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Digital T
box makers
cheat system

Firms corner market,
exploit weak publicity

SAENGWIT KEWALEEWONGSATORN
PENCHAN CHAROENSUTHIPAN

State television authorities have discov-
ered malpractice in the redemption of
digital TV subsidy vouchers just four days
after the the programme’s launch.

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-general
of the National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC),
said the commission found set-top box
makers have been exploiting the system
to drive up sales against the competition
in many provinces where the coupons
were handed out, including Pathum
Thani, Ayutthaya and Nonthaburi.

The NBTC mails the vouchers, valued
at 690 baht each, to households nation-
wide. Homeowners are expected to use
the vouchers to buy the boxes, which
are made by various companies and are
offered at a wide range of prices, most of
which exceed 690 baht.

Residents also have a choice of using
the vouchers to buy a new TV set.

Homeowners pay the price difference
depending on the box model they choose.

However, some set-top box makers
have resorted to lobbying to get resi-
dents — many of them unaware of
the digital TV programme — to buy
their products.

The NBTC learned some companies
have promised to pay a commission
to community leaders who can collect
vouchers and money for the price differ-
ence from residents, along with copies of
their citizenship identity cards.

The leaders bring the vouchers, money
and copies of the cards to obtain the set-
top boxes on behalf of the homeowners
in return for the commission payment.

The practice violates the NBTC's rule
stipulating that one person may not
obtain boxes on behalf of more than three
voucher holders.
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The scheme also undermines resi-
dents’ freedom to choose the brand of
set-top boxes they want.

Manee Boonkasem, of the independ-
ent watchdog for protection of consum-
ers, said opportunists were trampling
on the consumer’s rights, and the NBTC
should investigate.

These companies had tried to get
around the rules in many provinces, said
Cholada Boonkasem, also a member of
the watchdog group. In Ayutthaya, which
ran a pilot distribution of the vouchers,
many residents were not aware of the
move to digital TV.

Knowledge about the vouchers
was scant even among the “educated”
population.

The vouchers are valid until May 31
nextyear. This should be publicised more
widely, as should the consumers’ right
to choose the box of their choice, Ms
Cholada said.

Mr Takorn, meanwhile, said the mal-
practice reflects weak publicity about
the digital TV operations and how to use
the vouchers correctly. The NBTC has
received more than 1,000 complaints
regarding the vouchers via its call centre.

Tackling the publicity problem and
malpractice in the voucher scheme would
be difficult. The NBTC may have to tighten
the conditions associated with the use of
the vouchers.

NBTC members visited the Bang Pla
Ma and Dan Chang districts of Suphan
Buri to test the quality of the set-top boxes.

They found many people were still
confused about how digital TV works.

Somchai Chanrod, a resident in Bang
Pla Ma district, said his house is con-
nected to a satellite TV system. He plans
to use the voucher to buy a new TV set
as he already watches digital TV via the
satellite platform.

Analysts have said the voucher scheme
may be prone to corruption, which under-
mines the NBTC's intention of moving to
digital TV.

The NBTC has approved an additional
64 million baht for publicity about the
move to the new platform.
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Digital economy
draws scepticism

Internet access still
too low, say experts

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA
SUCHIT LEESA-NGUANSUK

The government's digital economy policy
has drawn scepticism from industry
experts who doubt Thailand is ready for
the hyper-connected world.

“As long as the country’s internet pen-
etration rate remains as low as 25% and
telecommunications infrastructure is
still not spreading nationwide, the digital
economyis unlikely to get offthe ground,’
said one industry veteran.

Another industry figure said: “While
this government will not stay in power
for long, developing the digital economy
necessarily requires along-term plan and
a long time to implement it successfully.
It'll be hard for this government to get this
project off the ground.”

ACM Thares Punsri, chairman of the
National Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission, agreed the ability
to access the internet nationwide would be
the critical factor for the digital economy.

Given poor public telecom facilities
and internet tariff rates that are still not
affordable for all people, it is too early to
talk about full-scale implementation of
the digital economy, he said.

“Personally, [ support the state’s digital

economy and
low-cost broad-
band internet
mission, as it
could boost the
country’s eco-
nomic growth,”
ACM Thares said.

He suggests
the government
place priority
on accelerating
development of
telecom infrastructure and increase infor-
mation and communications technology
(ICT) literacy before defining its policy.

“If the state decides to move ahead
with its digital economy plan, it needs to
be absolutely clear about which agencies
would take responsibility for tasks,” ACM
Thares said.

Despite the number of mobile sub-
scribers in Thailand exceeding 100 mil-
lion and mobile operators accelerating
network expansion nationwide to serve
slyrocketing mobile data traffic, fixed-
based broadband, which provides greater
reliability, tells the opposite story, he said.

However, Pawoot Pongvitayapanu,
president of the Thai E-Commerce Asso-
ciation, views the digital initiative as a
major effort to transform business prac-
tices and drive economic growth for an
innovation-driven future.

“Advancing Thailand as a digital econ-
omy will require state agencies and pri-
vate companies to invest in ICT systems

Thares: Infrastructure
needs improving
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to boost their competitiveness,” he said.

Thailand’s ICT industry was worth 1.16
trillion baht last year — 500 billion from
telecommunications, 400 billion from
e-commerce, 100 billion from broadcast-
ing, 100 billion from IT, 50 billion from
digital content and 10 billion from digi-
tal marketing.

“By 2020, the ICT industry is expected
to contribute 18% of GDP,;" Mr Pawoot said.

Vichai Bencharonglkul, chairman of
the Telecommunications Association of
Thailand, said the fibre-optic network cov-
ered 60% of the population, while wireless
network coverage reached 90%.

“Sharing of telecom network infrastruc-
ture istruly needed to enhance the coun-
try’s network operational efficiency and
promote efficient investment,” he said.

Amarit Charoenphan, co-founder of
the Thailand Tech Startup Association,
suggests the state increase the number
of tech start-ups to promote the digi-
tal economy.

In the past nine months, at least US$40
million has been invested in such projects,
he said.

Anuntachote Chaovanavotin, secretary
of the Association of the Thai Software
Industry, said the government should pro-
mote the use of ICT in established sectors
such as food, tourism, health care, agricul-
ture, logistics and automotive products.

The government recently announced a
plan to build a national broadband infra-
structure larger than that of all existing
private operators combined.
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Digital-TV
equipment
flying off
the shelves

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

THE MARKETS for digital televi-
sion sets and set-top boxes, as well
as tablets with digital-TV tuners,
are booming due to the launch of
terrestrial digital-TV channels ear-
lier this year, while more people are
expected to cash in on the current
distribution of vouchersforthe pur-
chase of equipment to watch these
channels. !

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-
general . of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission (NBTC), said
yesterday that some 2 million digi-
tal-TV setshad been putonthe mar-
ket, with.about 1.7 million of them
having already been snapped up
even before voucher distribution
commenced last Friday.

There are also another 400,000
TV sets waiting for NBTC approval
to join the voucher scheme.
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The NBTC expects digital-TV
sales will hit around 17million units
within three years, he said.

. There are presently about 2.4
million digital-TV set-top boxes in
the market, of which most will be
availableunderthevoucherscheme.
Another 2.4 million units are wait-
ing tojoin the scheme.

Thevouchers, each worth Bt690,
can be used to buy either a digital-
TV set or a digital-TV set-top box.

Surprisingly, Takorn said, the
import of tablets with digital TV-
tuners has reached 2 million units, -
with -another 1 million awaiting
NBTC import permits - even
though the voucher scheme does
not cover them.

Ninety per cent of them have
been imported by mobile-phone
distributor Samart-I-Mobile.

The NBTC vouchers reached
500,000 households in four
provinces — Bangkok, Nonthaburi,
Ayutthaya and Suphan Buri - on
Monday.

Meanwhile, NBTC officials, led
by Takorn, yesterday visited a few
villages in Suphan Buri to monitor
thedigital-TV signal strength. Some
villagers complained to the officials
that the voucher value of Bt690
could only cover the cost of the box,
which meanttheyhad to pay forthe

“antenna themselves.
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

WE WELCOME YOUR VIEWS on anything newsworthy. Please include
your name and address on your letters. We reserve theright to edit all

letters for clarity, content and length.

Impeachment would

be an own goal

The National Anti-
Corruption Commission is peti-
tioning the National Legislative
Assembly to impeach ex-PM
Yingluck Shinawatra for negli-
gence in failing to stop corrup-
tion and over losses in her gov-
ernment’s rice-pledging scheme.
However, Yingluck's impeach-
ment would be an own goal for
the nation, drive us even further
apart and make us the laughing-
stock of the world.

Impeachment is a process to
remove a person from office, but
how do you remove a person
who is no longer in a post?
Rightly or wrongly, millions of
Thais believe she is being perse-
cuted on political grounds, and
impeachment would reinforce
that belief.

Also, lawmakers won't find it
easy to convict her: if she was
negligent, was it because she
lacked the expertise to decide
what steps to take and to moni-
tor results, or because, despite
having the expertise, she wilfully
and with criminal intent failed

_to act? Not even her own party

made claims for their young
leader’s political acumen,
instead proclaiming “Thaksin
thinks, Pheu Thai acts” in a
campaign poster that made no
mention of their candidate for
prime minister. If we elected an
incompetent, whose fault was it?
The NLA might have the
legal authority to impeach a per-
son who's no longer in office, but
what is legal is not always wise.
Drop the case.
Burin Kantabutra

Satellite TV: why should
we pay twice?

If you have noticed that Thai
satellite television is showing
more commercials lately, inter-
rupting programmes to air paid

advertising, and that most if not
all programmes are starting
later and later, with more and
more repeats, you are not alone.

The National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC) has
allowed TrueVisions to show six
minutes of paid commercials an
hour. But in reality, up to 10
minutes of advertising per hour
is being shown, in blatant viola-
tion of the ruling by NBTC.

One wise contributor to the
letters column of a newspaper
recently wrote that the satellite-
TV monopoly, in buying one of
the lowest-priced-tier packages
from its providers and charging
very high subscription fees, is
the biggest rip-off in Thailand
today. ;

ATV company should not b
allowed to show so many com-
mercials per hour. Even better, it
should be barred from showing
any at all, given the income
derived from both subscribers
and ads in its monthly maga-
zine. Subscribers should not
have to pay to watch ads.

And, if you want to phone
NBTC on #1200 and/or True
Visions at (02) 725 7575 to com-
plain about commercials on tel-
evision and exorbitant subscrip-
tion fees, and ask for better-
quality tiered programming, you
would not be alone in this either.
Sir William of Doodadshire

Quote of the week

Hello, I am Howard Beasley,
the father of Horace Beasley,
who I believe is known to the
readers of this column. I am 89
years old, retired, and currently
staying in Bangkok with my son
and his lovely wife Constance. 1
have nothing to do here except
read The Nation, watch CNN
and occasionally wait for my son
outside the Nana Plaza.

I notice that sometimes The
Nation prints quotations from
prominent figures, which might
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strike the average mind as
somewhat unusual: often
remarkable, sometimes amaz-
ing, occasionally unbelievable or
even absurd. To keep my mind
occupied, I propose to keep an
eye out for such quotations and
bring one of them to the atten-
tion of your readers each week
in the form of a “Quote of the
Week”. No charge for this - it’s
free. I just want to keep busy.

I found the first one in your
issue of October 14, and it's only
Tuesday. Under “Govt yet to dif-
ferentiate itself from elected
regimes”, Prime Minister Prayut
is quoted as saying, “Bread
makes you fat. Eatingrice
won't”

That’s my Quote of the Week
for this week. I hope you like it,
but I think we need some scien-
tific evidence that eating rice
doesn’t make people fat.
Howard Beasley
Bangkok

Send us your views

in an instant!

E-mail your opinion, with
“Letters to the Editor” in

the subject box, to:
letters@nationgroup.com
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