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End of a momentous year

Bangkok shutdown,
rice scheme,
digital TV, stock
market, tax issues
and corruption
fight dominated
headlines, write
Post reporters

his year has flown by in the blink
of an eye. It has been a rocky
year, with prominent news sto-
ries taking over the front pages

Public auditors found that rice in some of the sacks stored at one warehouse in Phitsanulok
province was decomposing and had turned to powder. CHINAWAT SINGHA

almost constantly.
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The trading room at Maybank Kim-Eng. On Dec 15, the SET index fell 9.2% intraday, its
biggest such loss since October 2008. THANARAK KHUNTON

Many exciting stories probably cross
your mind, but the Barngkok Post has picked
the following as the most high-profile busi-
ness stories of 2014.

No events can beat the Bangkok shut-
down, which triggered another crucial
shiftin Thailand'’s political landscape. The
infamous rice scheme also tops the list for
its record financial loss. The digital tran-
sition of the TV industry is reshaping the
entire industry, while the highly volatile
stock marketand its rising speculation have
also made the news.

Bangkok shutdown

started and flew by with a series of politi-

cal protests in many places around the
world — Venezuela, Ukraine, Egypt, Greece,
Syria, Hong Kong — and Thailand is second
to none.

Thailand’s political conflict had begun
several years back and started to heat up
again in November 2013 when former
deputy prime minister Suthep Thaug-
suban, now monk Phra Suthep, led anti-
government forces onto the streets after
the Yingluck Shinawatra administration
pushed an amnesty bill into the House of
Representatives.

On Jan 13, the leader announced the
Bangkok shutdown campaign and began
to occupy major areas including Chaeng
Watthana Road, Lat Phrao intersection, Vic-
tory Monument, Pathumwan intersection,
Asokintersection, Ratchaprasong intersec-
tion and Lumpini Park.

The rallies obviously hurt businesses
including restaurants, shops, shopping
centres and other retail operators. Most
complained about a sharp drop in sales
and customers, while many were forced to

I t must be said that the Year of the Horse

close down temporarily.

Tourism was also hithard by the political
unrest. Occupancy rates of hotels in Bang-
kolc fell sharply by 70-80%, while tourist
arrivals remained low throughout the first
half of the year.

The Tourism Department said foreign
tourist arrivals dropped by 8.31% to 22 mil-
lion in the first 11 months, while tourism
revenue declined by 5.64% to 1.01 trillion
baht. Unemploymentis said to have risen to
1%, up from 0.7% to 0.8% reported last year.

The rallies escalated and turned into
confrontations and violence that caused
several deaths. The unrest continued to
intensify until May 22 when the military
decided to stage a coup.

Businesses gradually started to
recover, while hotels and tour operators
have given discounts and launched pro-
motional packages to boost sales.

However, consumer spending and
confidence remain weak. That is likely to
continue into 2015 due to the sluggish
economy, high household debts and the
still-uncertain political situation. Falling
prices for rice and rubber have been a drag
on sentiment.

Nevertheless, the overall economy
is expected to pick up next vear in line
with accelerated government spending,
improved consumer sentiment, a tourism
recovery and growing exports.

Rice scheme

articles about the poor management

of the rice-pledging scheme have
dominated newspapers and social media
in recent years, notably this year when the
state subsidy collapsed with losses of more
than 500 billion baht.

T housands of headlines, opinions and

The calls for officials and politicians
including former prime minister Yingluck
Shinawatra to take responsibility have been
getting louder, prompting Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha to assure the public that
his government will pursue criminal and
civil charges against those responsible for
the scheme.

However, the legal procedure may take
longer than expected due to the dispute

between the National Anti-Corruption
Commission (NACC) and the Office of
the Attorney-General (OAG) over which
organisation should take the issue to court.

While the OAG needs more
evidence about Ms Yingluck’s alleged
negligence of duty, the NACC insisted the
probe was completed and the OAG should
process the legal action.

Thejoint committee set up by the NACC
and OAG plans to meet in January to final-
ise evidence in the investigation.

An official report released recently by
the Rice Policy and Management Com-
mittee said the Yingluck administration
used about 980 billion baht to finance the
three-year rice programme, with estimated
losses of about 518 billion baht from the
diminishing quality of rice in stocks, miss-
ing rice and corruption.

Asof Dec 19, the government had about
17 million tonnes of milled rice and 14.4
million tonnes of rice that did not pass
inspection standards but would still be
edible after processing. About 694,000
tonnes are rotten and nearly 400,000 tonnes
are missing.

The inventory has been escalating over
recent vears since the costly pledged rice
could not compete in the global market,
Rice exports also felt the pinch, with ship-
ments in 2012 of 6 million tonnes, down
34% from the year before.

The subsidy also left the Yingluck
government with a big bill and an insuf-
ficient state budget to repay farmers.
When the military seized power in May, it
made rice payments to more than 800,000
farmers a priority.

Gen Prayut, who chairs the rice com-
mittee, revealed that it could take at least
three years for the government to clear all
pledged rice. The government also plans
to issue a 30-year bond worth 200 billion
baht to refinance debt incurred from the
rice subsidy.

The Thai Springs civic group led by aca-
demic Kaewsan Atibhodi has carried outa
campaign to gather support in encouraging
the government to take legal action against
the Yingluck administration.

The group launched a webpage called
“Too Sues Poo” (Too is the nickname of
Gen Prayut and Poo is the nickname of Ms
Yingluck) on Nov 28.
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Digital TV

T hetransition of the television industry

to digital has been in the public eve
throughout the year.

The rise of digital TV ended a monopoly
of six analogue channels. Now TV view-
ers have more choices but the 24 digital
channels still have low ratings and viewer
recognition.

The digital transition has had a bumpy
ride due to a lack of readiness from broad-
casters and the regulator, the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC).

After the digital TV auctions in late
2013, many issues remained outstanding.

Continued on Page B3
Continued from Page B1

These include unclear regulations, conflicts
between the regulator and broadcasters
refusing to heed new rules, the new TV
ratings measurement, the slow digital TV
network coverage and the delay of subsidy
coupon distribution.

Unclear regulations led to major con-
flicts between the NBTC and TV operators.

The must-have rule caused the World
Cup football saga. The NBTC wanted to
apply the rule to the 2014 Fifa World Cup
and ordered RS Plc, the broadcast rights
holder, to air all 64 matches on free TV. RS
refused to do so and took the case to court
and won.

But the junta’s intervention in a bid to
bring happiness to Thais convinced RS to
air all games on free TV in exchange for 427
million baht in broadcasting fees.

Then came the must-carry rule. The
Channel 3-NBTC dispute almost caused
a blackout. The NBTC ordered cable and
satellite TV operators to drop Channel 3
from their platforms as it refused to shift
content to air digitally. The court helped
mend differences between the two and
finally Channel 3 agreed to do a simulcast.

Another regulatory confusion is the
channel-numbering rules. Until the middle
of this year, every platform could freely
arrange the first 10 channels. But the NBTC
wanted the rules changed by reserving the
first 36 channels for digital TV. Platform
operators slammed the move, which is
now on hold for reconsideration early
next year.

The digital TV subsidy coupon scheme
finally got the green light to start on Oct 20
and 4.6 million coupons have already been
distributed to households in Bangkok and
major provinces.

Stock market

www.ignewsclip.com

market, which faced the political stale-

mate, military coup, economic fatigue,
high volatility in global capital markets
prompted by worries over the US Federal
Reserve’s rate reversal, and tumbling oil
prices to below US$60 a barrel.

However, the Thai bourse managed to
bounce back quickly and headed higher,
though investors have worried over a raft
of negative factors.

After the coup, the SET index on May 23
dropped over 2% at one point, but it surpris-
ingly regained almost all the early losses
when the market closed a mere 0.6% lower.

The stock market’s crash on Dec 15
was also proof of its resilience. Stocks
slipped below the psychological 1,500-
point mark on nerves over the steep
slump in global oil prices. The situation
got worse when panic selling emerged in
the afternoon after an unidentified rumour

It was a turbulent year for the stock

spread around trading rooms and saw the
SET index shed as much as 9.2% — the big-
gest intraday percentage loss since Octo-
ber 2008 or almost 140 points — before
bargain hunting pared the sharp loss. The
main gauge had fallen only 36.46 points or

2.41% at the close of market.

Local investors have shrugged off for-
eign investors’ persistent exodus from Thai
shares as high hopes of an economic pickup
in 2015 reassured them. Foreign investors
pulled 36.4 billion baht out of the stock
market this year, a minimal figure com-
pared with almost 200 billion baht in off-
shore capital outflows from the Thai bourse
in 2013.

The euphoria in the secondary market
has also spilled over into the newly issued
share market, with almost one-third of new
shares more than doubling their initial
investment value on their opening days.

However, the stock market’s run-up
was limited by the high price-to-earnings
ratio of blue chip stocks, while oil prices
also sent heavily weighted energy stocks
reeling. Amid the limited upside of large
stocks, local investors have flocked to bet on
small and medium-cap stocks, particularly
penny shares.

The SET index rose 15%, while the
Market for Alternative Investment, a
second-tier market for small and medium-
cap stocks, more than doubled this year.

Rampant speculative trading has forced
stock regulators to implement tougher trad-
ing alert measures.

The more stringent measures, to take
effect early in 2015, will restrict trading to
cash only for three weeks. If a second alert
is issued, another three-week restriction
will begin, and the stock will be excluded as
collateral from trading account calculations.

For a third alert, the stock would be
prohibited from net settlement trade. The
requirements would also apply to stocks on

News ID: C-141230001055 (30 Dec 14/05:49)
&7 iQNewsClip

the turnover list of securities with unusually
high turnover ratios.

Inheritance tax

push to impose inheritance tax has

prompted a flurry of taxable asset
transfers to heirs by the wealthy before
the law comes into force in the middle of
next year.

The well-off stampeded to Land Depart-
ment offices across the country in Sep-
tember on panic after rumours circulated
on social media that the tax would come
into force soon. This unexpectedly boosted
tax revenue collected from property trans-
actions in September by 16.1% year-on-
year before shrinking 4.4% in the following
month when the rumour was dispelled.

Inheritance tax has been the top prior-
ity of the government in a bid to narrow
economic disparity, while many academ-
ics said the tax collection might not be

T he military-led government’s serious

worthwhile when compared with high
administrative costs and could lead to
capital flows. Moreover, affluent people can
move their assets abroad to avoid tax pay-
ments, leaving the less wealthy to pay tax.

The cabinet in November endorsed the
draft bill for an inheritance tax that seeks
to impose a 10% levy on bequests of more
than 50 million baht passed down by a
deceased donor to each recipient, while
a gift tax — a parallel tax aimed at closing
loopholes in inheritance tax — is imposed
in cases where the donor dies within two
years of a transfer of assets to a beneficiary.

Heirs will be charged a 5% gift tax on
bequests above 10 million baht.

Beneficiaries subject to tax include Thai
citizens and non-Thai citizens who have
domiciles or headquarters in Thailand
for three consecutive years. The tax also
applies to non-Thai citizens whose inher-
ited assets are in Thailand.

All assets donated to religious activities,
universities or foundations for charity pur-
poses will be exempt from tax payments.
Assets inherited by wives or husbands
after their spouse dies will also be tax-free
under the new regulations.

Taxable assets include residences, land,
vehicles, bonds, equities and deposits at
financial institutions. Non-registrable
assets such as jewellery, amulets and luxury
watches are excluded.

The bill will take effect 90 days after pub-
lication in the Royal Gazette.

Corruption awareness

ing corruption have begun to pay off.
The Thai Corruption Sentiment
Index produced by the University of

T hailand’s continued efforts in fight-
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the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC) in
June showed the figure moved up from 39
points registered in December 2013 to 46,
the highest since the survey began in 2010.

In global eyes, Thailand’s Corruption
Perceptions Index ranked by Transparency
International also improved to 85 out of 175
countries and territories, compared with a
ranking of 102 in 2013.

UTCC economists said the launch of a
clean-up campaign by the National Coun-
cil for Peace and Order had resulted in a
higher score.

Such an improvement reflects growing
awareness of corruption among Thais and
the positive results of steady campaigns to
battle fraudulent practices, especially in
the public sector.

The Anti-Corruption Organisation of
Thailand, established in 2011, has encour-
aged Thais not to pay respect to dishon-
est people. It urged the public and private
sectors to cooperate in fighting graft such
as under-the-table payments to officials
and politicians to secure procurement or
development projects.
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A shutdown symbaol painted on an electricity pole on Ratchadamnoen Avenue near Democracy Monument, the main location of anti-government protesters. PANUMAS SANGUANWONG
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ONLINE GRAGKDOWN

Government vows to close by tomorrow all
websites found to have featured lese majeste
content. B3

Crackdown
on sites that
insult royals

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

The government has vowed to close all
websites found to have featured lese
majeste content by tomorrow, aided by the
state's revamped operating systems.

Shutting down a site that commits lese
majeste could take just 30 seconds with the
improved technology, said Takorn Tan-
tasith, secretary-general of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC).

The regulator can transfer the offending
URL (uniform resource locator, a site’s web
address) to government control.

The NBTC and chiefs of the Royal Thai
Police held a meeting yesterday with inter-
net service providers on how to eliminate
websites that violate Section 112 of consti-
tutional law.

There was no representative from
Facebook, but Mr Takorn said the com-
pany had committed to complying with
the measures.

The meeting targeted all web pages and
social networking sites.

Under the new measures, local 1SPs
have been ordered to investigate content
under their operations and shut down
websites found to have presented lese
majeste content.

ISPs can reportirregularities in websites
to the NBTC through www.report.nbtc@
gmail.com.

Some 15 international internet gateways
are operated by state enterprises and pri-
vate companies that obtained licences from
the NBTC.
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Websites with lese majeste
content to be shut down

NBTC INTENDS TO ACCOMPLISH THIS BY:DEC 31

with Facebook to discuss theissue. He

THE NATION

THE National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC}intendstoshutdown all web-
sites carrying lese majeste content by
the year-end, according to its secre-
tary-general Takorn Tantasith.

If websites violate Article 112 of

the Criminal Code, the NBTC has the
power to close them without seeking
court approval, he said.

Takorn said yesterday the NBTC
intended to close all offending web-
sites by December 31. The police
would also check IP addresses ofthose
websites for further legal action, he
added.

The watchdogheld a meeting yes-
terday with Internet Service providers
(ISP) under its licensing regime and
the Royal Thai Police Special Branch.
Representatives from ISPs and the
relevant agencies discussed the moves
to clamp down on such websites.

The NBTC instructed all the ISPs
to shut down websites that contained
content deemed in contempt of the
monarchy and affecting the national
security.

- The NBTC invited Facebook to
attend yesterday’s meeting but the
leading social-media company did
not send any representative. Takorn
said that despite their absence, there
would be no problem in coordinating

added that operators of social net-
worksin Thailand should be aware of
the Thai law and regulations.

Meanwhile, two people accused of
defaming the monarchy in a univer-
sity play pleaded guilty yesterday
amid an intensifyingjunta crackdown
on perceived royal slursunder thelese
majeste law, Agence France-Presse
reported.

“Both defendants pleaded guilty
to the charges,” said the judge at the
Criminal Court, addingthatsentence
would be passed on February 23.

Student Patiwat Saraiyaem, 23,
and activist Porntip Mankong, 25,
were arrested in August, nearlyayear
after the "The Wolf Bride" play was
shown at Thammasat University.
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They were each charged with one
count of lese majeste linked to the
performance, which marked the 40th
anniversary of a pro-democracy stu-
dent protest that was brutally crushed
by authorities in October 1973.

Both accused were brought into
court barefoot - Patiwat's feet bound
with chains - at a hearing attended
by afewdozen people, including their
relatives, students and an observer
from the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human
Rights.

Patiwat, a final-year student at
Khon Kaen University, acted in the
piece — which was about a fictional
monarchy - while Porntip coordinat-
ed the production as well as playing
asmall role.
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