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Success of transition to digital
TV not a guarantee of quick
profits, NBTC member says

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

THAILAND has made a successful transition to the era of terres-
trial-based digital television from analog, according to Natee
Sukonrat, a member of the broadcasting regulator. However, he
admitted, this successful transition does not always mean indi-
vidual holders of digital-TV licences are also successful, at least
not right away.

Natee, chairman ofthe broadcasting committee of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC), said
Thailand had ushered in the digital-TV era more quickly than many
other countries, thanks to good preparation.

His committee last year gave away vouchers to households
towards their purchase of digital-TV receiving equipment after
switching tothe new systemin 2013. Some countries such as Japan
waited for six or seven years after the transition to digital before
initiating a similar voucher programme.

Natee said the transition to digital sparked full competition in
the TV broadcasting industry, and now no single broadeaster can
enjoythe lion’s share of advertising and viewers, unlike in the ana-
log era.

The broadcasting com-
mittee held an auction in
December 2013 for digital
TVlicencesthatresultedin
the granting of 24 licences
to 17 successful bidders in
April last year. The total
value of the licence pay-
ments was Bt50.86 billion.

Accordingtoasurvey by
Nielsen (Thailand), as of
last month, 21 of the 24
commercial digital TV
channels accounted for 28
per cent of total viewers,
while the remaining six
(three commercial and
three public), accounted
for 72 per cent. Natee said
that although the digital

SR L ————

Natee Sukonrat
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transition in general could
be seen as a success, some broadcasters might not see any profits
for as much as five years, depending on many factors, including
the national economy.

Recently a group of digital-TV licence holders asked the NBTC
to extend the due date for the second instalment of their up-front
licence fees by one year from the currently scheduled May 24. Some
of them said the licensing body had to take responsibility for fail-
ing to create a favourable landscape for the business.

Recently, the NBTC board approved their request in principle.
However, the final approval is subject to the results of a public hear-
ing on key issues on Wednesday. The issues to be put to the hear-
ing include whether the postponement should mean the digital-TV
operators must pay the second and third instalments at the same
time, in May next year, or whether they will pay the second instal-
ment next May, and the third in May 2017.

The other issues are whether the operators should be required to
pay the delayed instalment fee plus interest, and whether the NBTC
should introduce a measure to protect consumers from the poten-
tial effects of delayed fee payments.

Regarding the economic factor, Natee said that before the
December 2013 licence auction, the Fiscal Policy Office had pre-
dicted that gross domestic product would grow by 5 per cent that
year and 4.5 per cent in 2014. However, what actually happened was
that GDP expanded only 2.9 per cent in 2013 before plunging to
0.9-per-cent growth in 2014.

MCOT and the Public Relations Department, two of the four
licensed operators of digital TV transmission networks, have also
failed to meet their schedules to set up their networks. While MCOT
is only a few months behind, the PRD has yet to start procuring the
necessary equipment for transmission network. As it happens,
though, this has not affected any commercial broadcasters as none
of them planned to use the PRD network anyway.

An industry observer has said that one factor hindering the
smooth progress of the digital TV industry is the lack of consensus
among the five broadcasting commissioners in some cases. Natee
said all of the members of his committee were free to express their
opinions.
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Thailand’s fourth estate has turned
from being fairly free to one of the
most restricted in the region,
alongside Myanmar and Malaysia,

the Southeast Asian Press Alliance
said on World Press Freedom Day

yesterday. >> 2A

Thai press one of the more
restricted in Asean: SEAPA

GROUP RATES THAI
MEDIA CLOSER TO
MYANMAR'S LEVEL
BUT NOT ALL AGREE

THE NATION

THAILAND’S fourth estate has
turned from being fairly free to one
of the most restricted in the region,
standing beside Myanmar and
Malaysia, the Southeast Asian Press
Alliance said on World Press
Freedom Day yesterday.

“The military junta that took
power on May 22, 2014 hasimposed
strict bans on media, public and
online criticism of the government
while overhauling the political sys-
tem before calling for an election in
2016,” Seapa said.

Generally, media and citizens
have learned to stay within the rules
after hundreds were “invited” by the
military for “attitude adjustment” -
euphemisms for summons and
detention.

“Or maybe, people are just biding
their time,” it said in a statement.

However, Thai media represen-
tatives seem to have a different per-
spective. Many of them have joined
the current establishment perform-
ing various functions with organs
such as the legislature and reform
body.

Pradit Ruangdit, a media repre-
sentative with the militarysponsored
National Reform Council, said in a
panel discussion yesterday that his
organisation would take into con-
sideration a demand from media
professional organisations to lift the
junta’s restrictions.

“But, the media should be well
aware of the situation and its roles,”
said Pradit, aformer president of the
Thai Journalists Association.

“We have to review our role and
change a new set of questions to
reflect the direction of the country’s
reform.”

The ThaiJournalists Association,
Thai  Broadcast  Journalists
Association, National Press Council
of Thailand and News Broadcasting

Council of Thailand yesterday joint-
ly called upon the junta to revoke its
Announcements Nos 97/2557,
103/2557 and 3/2558 to create an
environment for reconciliation with
free and safe discussions.

“This comes especially at a time
of national reform in Thailand.
Therefore, it is necessary that peo-
ple from different groups have
opportunities to submit their opin-
ions and proposals on how they want

to see the future of the country,” they
said in a statement.

Concern about ‘political investors’
They also called for the National

Broadcasting and Telecommuni-
cations Commission (NBTC) to be
free from state interference.
Last week the NBTC cancelled the
licence of pro-red-shirt PeaceTV.
The media organisations dis-

agreed with the role of the body but
cautioned about the political role of
the station.

“All media organisations should
work professionally and responsibly
under the law, code of ethics and
code of conduct with effective self-
regulation to uphold the freedom of
the press,” it said.

Thepchai Yong, chairman of the
Thai Broadcast  Journalists
Association, raised concerns over the

domination of politics-linked
investors in the media industry.

Business domination is a new
challenge for the professional media,
he said.

“It’s easy to know about political
intervention in the media, but it is
difficult for the public to realise that
the media is under business inter-
ference,” he said during the panel
discussion on World Press Freedom
Day.
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Thepchai Yong, chairman of the Thai Broadcast Journalists’ Association, yesterday shares his views at an event held to mark World Press Freedom Day.
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Third party to sort
out CAT-NBTC row

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

A dispute between the national regulator
and CAT Telecom over the rights to mobile
spectrum holdings will be passed on to a
neutral third party to negotiate a resolution,
says the Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) Ministry.

“We will seek a third party that can clarify
existing legal issues on whether the state
telecom enterprise CAT still has the right to
hold a portion of mobile spectrum after the
expiry of its concession,” said ICT Minister
Pornchai Rujiprapa.

CAT wants to keep a portion of 25 meg-
ahertz on the 1800-MHz spectrum until
2025 after its concession with Total Access
Communication { DTAC) expiresin 2018. It
wants to use the bandwidth to provide its
own wireless broadband service.

CAT previously allocated a total of 50
MHz of the 1800-MHz spectrum to DTAC,
but the remaining 25 MHz has been
left unused.

Col Sanpachai Huvanandana,
CAT’s acting president, said CAT should
have the right to keep the unused blocl
and return the remaining 25 MHz to the
National Broadcasting and Telecommuni-
cations Commission (NBTC), based onthe
fact that the state enterprise was granted
a telecom licence by the now-defunct
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National Telecommunications Comimis-
sion to manage the 50 MHz of the 1800-
MHz spectrum until 2025.

But the NBTC insists that CAT must
return the entire 50 MHz for reallocation
under the Frequency Allocation Act.

The ICT Ministry plans to hold a meet-
ing with representatives of CAT Telecom
and the NBTC on Thursday to discuss
the issue.

Mr Pornchai has supported the
idea of letting both CAT and TOT have
some portion of the spectrum range
for future operations, apart from the
policy of promoting the two state tel-
ecom enterprises as full-fledged networlk
service providers.

“Personally, I believe a compromise
and settlement can be reached between
the two parties through the third-party
intervention,’ the ICT minister said. “Ifthe
dispute cannot be settled, it may affect the
planned auction for the 1800-MHz spec-
trum in November!

TOT is in a similar dispute with the
NBTC. TOT last vear told the government
it wanted to keep the 900-MHz spec-
trum for another 10 years after a conces-
sion with Advanced Info Service expires
this September.

TOT also wants to use half of its 64
MHz of bandwidth on the 2.3-gigahertz
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ICT Minister
Pornchai Rujiprapa
says a third party
could help resolve
a dispute between
the state telecom
enterprise and

the regulator over
spectrum rights.
Failure to reach

a settlement

may affect the
planned 1800-MHz
spectrum auction
in November,

he says.KITJA
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spectrum, now expired, to provide itsown  Tantasith has said the commission urged their own use, as this would not gener-
4G wireless broadband service. the government not to let both state tel-  ate benefits for the public and the over-
But NBTC secretary-general Takorn ecom enterprises keep frequency for all economy.
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