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Key challenges for 2015

Slow economy, sluggish domestic consumption and political uncertainty threaten growth prospects, write Post reporters

2015, PATTARAPONG CHATPATTARASILL

hais are hopeful that the Year of
the Goat will be an easier and
more prosperous one than the
rough and bumpy Year of the
Horse.

However, many challenges lie ahead: the
stubbornly stagnant economy hit by slug-
gish export growth, the lethargic domestic
consumption, rising household debt and
political uncertainty chief among them.

Hopes are pinned on the government’s
stimulus package, speedybudget disburse-
ment and investment in infrastructure
projects. Their success, however, depends
largely on political stability and continuity
of the government and its policies.

The Bangkok Post sums up the key chal-
lenges facing 2015, including the second
phase of the eco-car scheme, which is
expected to be hit by slow domestic and
global demand, and the uncertain fate of
the fourth-generation auction, crucial for
the country’s telecom infrastructure devel-
opment. Given all these factors, the readi-
ness of the private and public sectors for the
advent of the Asean Economic Community
at the end of this year seems questionable.

~ 523 ok

An aerial view of the construction of the SRT Red Line (Bang Sue-Rangsit). Infrastructure investment is a key engine driving the economy in

Economy

for better economic shape this year,
underpinned by the government’s
stimulus measures, expedited budget dis-
bursement and public spending on infra-
structure projects, several headwinds —
external factors in particular — lie ahead.
The economy suffered a sharp downturn
last year as the protracted domestic politi-
cal turmoil dented growth momentum
in the first half, while export growth was
dismal due to the fragile global economic
recovery, hitting Thai exports hard.
Rubbing salt to the wound, domestic
consumption could not maintain growth
momentum as it continued to be dogged by
an ever-increasing household debt, fuelled
by the first-time car buyer scheme of the
ousted Yingluck Shinawatra administration.
Economic growth declined by 0.1%
year-on-year in the first half of 2014, while
third-quarter growth registered at 0.6% on
an annual basis. Policymakers also issued a
stern warning that economic growth for the

Even though Thailand is on course
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final quarter would expand at an annual
rate of 2.5-3%, bringing full-year growth to
less than 1%.

After much effort to shore up economic
growth impetus, several government agen-
cies and public policymakers are confident
that GDP growth in 2015 will be at least 4%,
boosted mainly by the government’s prom-
ised investment in infrastructure develop-
ment projects.

The government hopes its ambitious
spending on developing basic infrastruc-
ture will have a “crowd-in” effectin attract-
ing greater private investment and enhanc-
ing job creation.

The recent agreement with China to
develop the double-track railway project
offers a beacon of hope for better growth
prospects this year.

Despite the low-base effect and recent
government initiatives, several economists
have pointed out that the 4% growth target
for this year will be a challenge.

First and foremost, there have only been
talks on infrastructure investment and not
much action. Possible delays in infra-
structure spending stemming from slow
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budget disbursement is a major downside
risk for this year’s economy. This could also
dampen private investors’ confidence as
well as new investment incentives.
Second, domestic consumption could

remain lukewarm given the high house-
hold debt, while a possible rise in value-
added tax, currently capped at 7%, could
cause consumption to dwindle further. The
increase is aimed atimproving the govern-
ment’s balance sheet.

Sluggish economic growth and swell-
ing household debt could also increase
non-performing loans in the year ahead,
affecting the banking industry’s asset qual-
ity. This might prompt banks to further
tighten loan approvals.

Third, global economic recovery
remains hazy and this will have negative
implications for Thai exports as a slowdown
in China, Europe and Japan means these
major economies will import less for con-
sumption or re-export to other countries.

Although US economic data indicate
improvements in certain activities, this
might be grounds for the US Federal
Reserve to begin normalising Fed funds
rate. If this happens, this could lead to vola-
tility in global fund flows and Thailand will
suffer from capital outflows as a result.

A rise in the Fed's funds rate could
also pass on to Thailand'’s interest rates,
potentially offsetting the recovery pro-
cess due to higher debt-servicing costs for
Thai consumers.

Infrastructure

of the vital lifelines Thailand is longing

for to spur the fragile economy in 2015
after plans stalled for almost a year due to
political mayhem.

The military-installed cabinet in Octo-
ber approved an eight-year infrastructure
development programme for 2015-22
worth 3.3 trillion baht. The budget is well

above the 2.4 trillion baht outlined by the
National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO) in July, and the 2-trillion-baht plan
of the previous government.

The current government'’s proposals,
in fact, have a lot in common with the
blueprint of the ousted Pheu Thai-led
administration. However, they have been
revised to take into account economic
viability and funding alternatives besides
government borrowing. The develop-
ment time frame has also been extended

I nfrastructure investment seems to be one

to eight years from seven.

The most dramatic change is perhaps
the switch from high-speed rail to adouble-
track service, and the new 1.435-metre
standard gauge tracks suitable for trains
running at 160-180 kilometres an hour on
three routes. They will link the border prov-
ince of Nong Khai to the industrial coastal
region of Map Ta Phut in Rayong, a move
that was advocated by experts but ignored
by the Yingluck Shinawatra government.

The government is also committed to

continuing the development of the mass
transit system in Greater Bangkok. Plans
are afoot to accelerate the construction of
four projects covering 89 km including the
Purple Line (Bang Yai-Bang Sue); the Blue
Line extension (Bang Sue-Tha Phra/Hua
Lamphong-Bang Khae); and the Green Line
(Bearing-Samut Prakan). All construction
should be completed by 2020.

The government is also calling for bids
to build an 18.4-km route linking Mor Chit,
Saphan Mai and Ku Kot in Pathum Thani.

Construction is likely to start in 2016 and
to be completed by 2020.

Six more routes totalling 144 kum are also
awaiting cabinet approval. They include
the Orange Line from the Thailand Cul-
tural Centre to Min Buri, the Pink Line
from Khae Rai to Min Buri, the Yellow Line
from Lat Phrao to Phattanakan, the Airport
Rail Link from Don Mueang to Phaya Thai,
the Light Red Line from Bang Sue via Hua
Lamphong to Hua Mak, and the Dark Red
Line from Rangsit to Thammasat Universi-
ty’s Rangsit campus. Construction of the six
routes is planned between 2015 and 2021.

A feasibility study is also under way for
another 8-km project linking Bang Khae
and Phutthamonthon Sai 4. It is planned
to be completed in 2021.

At least 100 billion baht will be ear-
marked for investment in road construction
in fiscal 2015, excluding mass transit routes,
double-track rail lines and air transport,
according to Deputy Prime Minister MR
Pridiyathorn Devakula.

Nonetheless, MR Pridiyathorn said one
vital challenge for the government's infra-
structure investment in 2015 is a possible
delay in budget disbursement.

AEC

T he clock is ticking for the Asean Eco-

nomic Community (AEC), as regional
economic integration is just 360 days
away — officially taking effect on Dec 31.
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The AEC involves not only setting up free
trade zones within Asean, but also creat-
ing a single market and production base
in order to boost the competitiveness of
Asean countries, and creating free mobility
of goods, services, investment, capitalisa-
tion and skilled labour.

Since the pact was signed, the 10 Asean
members — Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam — have
tried to create a single clear standard for
professional qualification screening in
order to help the free flow of seven key
professions plus one sector (hotel and tour-
ism) within member countries and ensure
standards of quality.

The professional services are medicine,
dentistry, nursing, engineering, architec-
ture, surveying and accounting, in addition
to the hotel and tourism sector.

The advent of regional economic inte-
gration has been in the limelight in recent
years, but whether Thai people, businesses
and the workforce understand the impact
or are ready remains debatable.

Studies have found that Thai small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and cer-
tain businesses, notably agriculture and
labour-intensive industries, are the key
areas of concern.

The latest survey by the Center for Inter-
national Trade Studies under the University
of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC)
showed big companies believed they will
on schedule.

But some 321,000 SMEs, representing
63% of the total 512,000 operators, said
they might not be ready for the AEC’s
starting date on Dec 31, 2015. Such opera-
tors needed more time, to the end 0of 2016,
for AEC integration, the survey found.

Most of these respondents said they
needed a clearer government policy.
Others said they did not understand much
about the pact or had no time to adjust.
Many believed their businesses had noth-
ing much to do with the AEC, while some
said they were willing to expand abroad

Continued on Page B3

if there was potential business and suffi-
cient funding.

Aat Pisanwanich, director of the UTCC's
Center for International Trade Studies,
pointed out the sectors facing a gloomy
outlook — the so-called sunset industries
— include food, garments and textiles, sea-
food, wood products and furniture, com-
puting and printing, gems and jewellery,
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and cotfee.

But it is fortunate that compensation
will come in the form of promising growth
for products such as automotive and auto
parts, TV sets and electric fans as well as
air-conditioners, and rubber.

SEZs

easures to promote border trade
M have been a priority for the

military-installed government, par-
ticularly through the new special economic
zone scheme.

The NCPO in July 2014 approved five
locations designated for special eco-
nomic zones (SEZs): Tak, Mukdahan, Song-
khla, Sa Kaeo and Trat provinces which will
span 10 districts and 36 tambons with a
combined area of 2,932 square kilometres.
The development plan, starting with Mae
Sot in Tak and Aranyaprathet in Sa Kaeo,
will be carried out from 2015-16.

To attract investors to the SEZs, a com-
mittee chaired by Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-o-cha in November endorsed a pro-
posal to offer 5 billion baht in soft loans to
companies that agree to build in the zones.

The panel also agreed to offer investors
promotional privilege packages and a one-
stop service centre for labour.

The privileges would at least compare
with those enjoyed by investors in the
three southernmost provinces, such as an
eight-year exemption from corporate tax
and tariff waivers for imported machinery.

Workers from neighbouring countries
will be allowed to cross the border as a
day trip and return home in the evening
and legally work in border areas with-
out passports.

But despite the SEZ initiative being
hailed by the private sector, concerns linger,
particularly about rising electricity bills and
higher wages.

The Federation of Thai Industries (FTI)
warns that local operators could see a rise
in the minimum wage in the near future,
even though the government raised the
daily minimum wage nationwide to 300
bahtin 2013.

Power bills are primed to rise to five baht
a unit in 2015, up from 3.96 baht in 2014.

International calls in Thailand remain
expensive with limited options from a few
operators, while 3G broadband services
remain inefficient.

Vallop Vitanakorn, FTI vice-chair-
man, said he had doubts that state-pro-
moted SEZs would attract business opera-
tors. Under the scheme, incentives will be
offered to high-technology industries, but
the government wants operators to employ
workers from neighbouring countries even

if they lack skills.

A man walks past an ad for 4G high-speed service. The spectrum auction for 4G is expected

to take place this year. SEKSAN ROJANAMETAKUL

Thailand has suffered from a massive
manufacturing labour shortage for a long
time. “The problem will get very bad over
the next three to five years because foreign
workers will return to work in their home
countries to enjoy their improving econo-
mies,” said Mr Vallop.

The economies of Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar and Vietnam are estimated to
grow an average of 6% this year and 6.5-
7.5% in 2016. There are now 1.42 million
workers from Myanmar, Laos and Cam-
bodia registered with the Labour Ministry.

4G auction

auction is a high hope for telecom

operators to capitalise on the lucra-
tive mobile data business to try to offset the
staggering drop in voice service revenue
and raise the telecom industry's competi-
tiveness in the face of rising rivalry in the
region.

Operators say 4G spectrum allocation
is crucial to the development of the coun-
try’s telecom infrastructure and transition
to a digital economy following the govern-
ment’s national agenda.

Telecom operators, academics and tel-
ecom experts all agree on the critical need
for the auction of 4G spectrum allocation,
scheduled to take place this year. Some
experts have voiced concerns that the
telecom sector could face a setback if the

T he fourth-generation (4G) spectrum
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auction is further delayed.

Previously, the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) set the auction for the 4G mobile
service on the 1800 and 900 megahertz
spectrum for August and November, 2014.

But in June the junta ordered the NBTC
to suspend the auction for another year,
saying the regulator needed to amend sev-
eral impractical sections of the Frequency
Allocation Act (FAA) before the auction
could take place.

On Dec 4 when Prime Minister Prayuth
Chan-o-cha said he supported the spec-
trum auction plan for 4G wireless broad-
band service in 2015 as scheduled. This
was a signal to the NBTC to continue pre-
paring for the scheduled auction within
seven months.

The regulator will start revising details
of the auction for the 1800 and 900 mega-
hertz spectrum with the new schedule for
the auction planned for July. The revision
will include the reserve price, the number
of licences as well as the auction process.
The amendment of the FAA will allow more
transparency in the auction process.

The Information of Memorandum (IM)
of the 1800 MHz already passed public
hearing in April and was approved by the
telecom committee in May. It has not yet
been approved by the NBTC board. The
IM of the 900 MHz allocation has not yet
passed a public hearing.

Ericsson Thailand said the 4G licence
auction needed to take place this year to
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develop infrastructure to support rapid
growth in demand from both the telecom
and broadcasting sectors.

Bunyati Kirdniyom, head of communi-
cations and regulatory affairs at Ericsson
Thailand, said the fast-growing broadcast-
ing industry could be affected if the tele-
com spectrum were not allocated in time,
given expanding content consumption. As
a result, spectrum allocation should be
sequentially allocated to service providers.

Somchai Lertsuthivong, chief executive
of AIS, concurred, saying that the 4G auc-
tion should take place this year to meet the
rapidly growing demand of consumers.

True Move, the mobile business arm of
True Corporation, was the first and only
operator to commercially launch 4G LTE
services in May 2014. The company expects
4G enabled-handsets to exceed 7 million
units this year, up from 1 million at the end
of 2014.

Eco-car 2

topsy-turvy ride over the past couple

of years, after it was first raised by
the Yingluck Shinawatra administration
as part of its economic stimulus package
in early 2013.

Due to the political mayhem that culmi-
nated in the House dissolution, there was a
shortfall in Board of Investment (Bol) mem-
bers, meaning that it was not until August
2013 that the Bol, with the Election Com-
mission’s consent, approved the second
phase of the scheme.

The Bol had set March 31, 2014 as the
deadline for applicants to submit eco-
car investment plans and successfully
drew 10 automakers, including the five
existing eco-car manufacturers to build
small, fuel-efficient cars.

The 10 projects envisioned output of a
little over 1.58 million eco-cars, with invest-
ment of 110 billion baht more than the com-
bined outlay from the five manufacturersin
the first phase that began in 2007. Nissan,
Honda, Mitsubishi, Suzuki and Toyota
took part in the first phase, earmarking
a combined 86.8 billion baht to produce
753,000 cars.

T he eco-car phase two has been on a
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The newcomers — Mazda, Ford, General
Motors, SAIC Motor-CP and Volkswagen
— aim to invest 52 billion baht to make
828,000 vehicles a year in the second phase.

Nine of the automakers won Bol invest-
ment approval, leaving Volkswagen out of
the picture.

Automakers with Bol investment
approval are required to roll out their new
eco-cars within 2019.

But given the country’s bearish car
sales, poor economy and weak domestic
consumption, as well as the fragile global
economy and higher competition from
Indonesia’s car industry, none of the Bol-
approved automakers have yet to commit
when they will commence production of
new eco-cars.

The FTI projects Thailand’s car produc-
tion in 2015 will recover to 2.2 million vehi-
cles, of which 1.2 million units are slated
for export with the rest for the domestic
market. Eco-car output was estimated
at 272,550 units of the total.

Thailand was projected to end 2014 with
overall car production of only 1.9 million
vehicles, marking the first time since 2011
that production would miss 2 million.

Thailand’s automotive output amounted
to 2.45 million vehicles in 2012, driven
by the first-time car buyer scheme and
huge demand after massive floods hit sev-
eral provinces in 2011. Output rose slightly
in 2013 to 2.46 million vehicles, boosted by
outstanding back orders under the scheme.

Domestic sales were projected at only
850,000 in 2014, a 36.1% fall from a year
earlier. The drop was attributed mainly to
the poor economy and delayed govern-
ment spending,

The FTI said eco-car production under
the first scheme rose consecutively between
2010 and 2013, from 60,000 to 355,000 units.
Production was estimated at only 237,000
units at the end of 2014, falling for the first
time after rising for four years.
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Harnessing the
digital economy

Joining the hyper-
connected world
could help lift the
country from the
middle-income trap

By Komsan Tortermvasana

ost businesses have hailed

the government’s digital

economy initiative, welcom-

ing the market opportunities

it offers. They are aware that

being able to take full advan-

tage of internet-based technology is a cru-

cial factor in improving productivity and

economic growth in line with global trends.

Thailand has an estimated 26 mil-

lion internet users but the figure does not

fully reflect the growing number of people

who go online mainly from mobile devices

such as smartphones or tablets. The country

has 33 million users of the Line chat applica-
tion and 28 million Facebook users.

www.ignewsclip.com

There are more than 100 million mobile
accounts, 40% of them on smart devices
and 25% on 4G-enabled devices.

Local telecom companies are moving
aggressively to expand network coverage
to enhance services and fight for market
share. They are anticipating further oppor-
tunity once the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC)
gets around to auctioning licences for 4G
wireless broadband services.

The huge market capitalisation of ICT-
related ventures reflects the sector’s vital
role in the new business landscape.

Asof December 2013, the sixbusiness sec-
torsrelated to ICT — telecommunications,

News ID: C-150105001184 (5 Jan 15/05:39)
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broadcasting, IT, digital content, e-com-
merce and digital marketing — had a
combined market capitalisation of 1.2
trillion baht, or 10% of the country’s GDP,
according to a reportby the Board of Trade
of Thailand.

The governmenthas mapped out a draft
action plan for the digital economy with the
ultimate goal of lifting the country from the
middle-income trap.

A working group chaired by Deputy
Prime Minister MR Pridiyathorn Devakula
foresees GDP per capita rising from the
current US$2,000 to $7,000 over the next
few years a digital economy strategies start
taking effect from January 2015.

Page: 1/3

InfoQuest Limited 888/178 Ploenchit Rd., 17th Fl. Mahatun Plaza Bldg., Lumpini, Patumwan, Bangkok 10330
Tel. 0-2253-5000, 0-2651-4700 Fax. 0-2253-5001, 0-2651-4701 Email: help@ignewsclip.com



Bangkok Post

Bangkok Post
Circulation: 70,000
Ad Rate: 1,500

Section: SPECIAL/ -
Date: Monday 5 January 2015

Volume: - No: -
Col.Inch: 136.54 Ad Value: 204,810

Headline: Harnessing the digital economy

Page: 14(Center), 16
PRValue (x3): 614,430

Clip: Full Color

The economy needs fixing and what
better way to do it than to go digital,
policy makers have decided. P

“Thailand has a huge opportunity to uti-
lise digital devices to drive the economy
as well as enhance internet connectivity at
affordable prices,” said MR Pridiyathorn.

The government is also preparing to
amend a series of laws and regulations
to create a national digital economy com-
mittee. The committee, to be chaired by
Prime Minister Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha,
plans to set up a new ministry called the
Digital for Economy and Society Ministry
by consolidating existing state agencies
and enterprises.

The business sector has thrown its full

@ Continued on page 16
@ Continued from page 14

support behind the digital economy, believ-
ing it could foster sustainable economic
growth over the next few years.

However, some industry experts have
voiced concerns that Thailand is not ready
for the hyper-connected world.

Large companies see risk in the adop-
tion of new technologies because of issues
related to the high cost of changing plat-
forms, as well as questions about reliability.
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“The digital economy is unlikely to get off
the ground as long as the country’s internet
penetration rate is still as low as 25% and
the telecom infrastructure does not offer
nationwide coverage,” said one industry
executive, who asked not to be named.

Political stability is also a key factor in the
success of the policy as the digital economy
is a long-term plan that successive govern-
ments must see through.

But MR Pridiyathorn said a serious start
backed by strong political will could lay a
solid foundation and would compel subse-
quent governments to continue its devel-
opment as it would be essential to keep
up with the changing world.

CM Thares Punsri, chairman of the
NBTC, said he supported both the digital
economy and low-cost broadband initiative
as a key engine to spur economic growth.

“However, it is too early to talk about
full-scale implementation of the digital
economy, due to poor public telecom facili-
ties and internet tariff rates that are not
affordable for all people,” he said.

The government faces the challenge
of how to effectively develop more hard
infrastructure, one of the most important
of the six pillars of the digital economy, to

News ID: C-150105001184 (5 Jan 15/05:39)

The telecom infra-
structure throughout
the country is the
first indicator of
whether the digital
economy policy can
reach its goal

SITTICHAI POKAIYA-UDOM
Former ICT minister
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Building the backbone for a digital economy, which requires cooperation of the public and
private sectors, is the major challenge.REUTERS

rationalise state and private network assets
in order to establish a fibre-optic network
throughout the country.

The challenge is critical because the state
telecom entities TOT and CAT Telecom are
expected to play a lead role in handling hard
infrastructure at a time when their revenues
are under threat from the unwinding of the
concession system.

One expert suggests that the government

should place a priority on accelerating the
development of telecom infrastructure
and increase ICT literacy before defining
its policy.

Sittichai Pokaiya-udom, a former ICT
minister and member of the digital econ-
omy policy panel, said the policy faced sev-
eral critical challenges.

“The telecom infrastructure throughout
the country is the first indicator of whether
the digital economy policy can reach its
goal,” he said.

Mr Sittichai is concerned that the govern-
ment may be impeded in rolling out telecom
infrastructure as planned.

In addition, state agencies need to
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change their mindset and become facili-
tators instead of regulators, supporting
the private sector under the digital econ-
omy plan.

“The private sector is the key to the suc-
cess of the digital economy policy. The pri-
vate sector must be developed to drive the
country for the optimum benefit of all,” Mr
Sittichai said.

Ultimately, the biggest challenge is the
continuity of the digital economy policy in
the long term.

If the next government does not agree
with the policy or politicians try to benefit
from it in the usual ways, the digital econ-
omy is doomed to fail.
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The digital divide

As the country makes the transition to digital TV,
broadcasters and advertisers try to smooth the speed bumps

January 2015

igital TV will continue to be the
focus of the broadcasting indus-
try over the coming 12 months as
television remains the dominant
medium for Thais to consume
information and entertainment.

This dominance means the largest chunk
of advertising spending continues to go to
TV even as more Thais become addicted to
social media.

Digital TV started in April 2014 with
24 channels but the rollout was far from
smooth. Obstacles included the impact of
the May coup, unclear regulations, a show-
down between the regulator and Channel 3,
and adelay in distributing subsidy coupons
to households.

After digital TV licences were auctioned
in late 2013, migration by analogue chan-
nels to the digital platform was essential to
create fair competition in the broadcasting
industry. But Channel 3, operated by Bang-
kok Entertainment Co (BEC), a subsidy of
BEC World Plc, refused to join the party.
It cited legal and tax reasons — its digital
licence was held by another subsidiary —
and also noted that its analogue concession
still had years to run in any case.

The National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC) saw red,
and ordered pay-TV operators to drop Chan-
nel 3 from their platforms — potentially
affecting up to 70% of TV households — if
it failed to shift its analogue content to the
digital platform.

www.ignewsclip.com

The resulting soap opera about business
intransigence and bureaucratic ineptitude
dragged on for a few weeks before the Cen-
tral Administrative Court told the warring
parties to behave and work out a compro-
mise, which they did.

BATTLE OF THE BOXES

With the Channel 3 problem resolved, the
regulator turned its attention to distribut-
ing digital TV subsidy coupons, which the
military government finally approved in
October after a delay to review its transpar-
ency. Vouchers could be redeemed only for
digital set-top boxes or digital-ready TV sets
despite opposition from media agencies and
some TV operators that wanted the coupons
to cover satellite and cable set-top boxes too.

The first batch of 690-baht vouchers
was mailed to 4.64 million households in
Bangkok and major provinces on Oct 20.
However, NBTC secretary-general Takorn
Tantasith said it found set-top box makers
were exploiting the system to drive up sales
against the competition in many provinces.
Some box producers resorted to lobbying to
get residents to buy their products, while
others promised to pay commissions to com-
munity leaders who could collect vouchers
of local households and trade them for a
certain brand.

Despite all the publicity, an NBTC
survey found people’s awareness of digital
TV remained low and this prompted slow
coupon redemptions. Mr Takorn estimated
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By Saengwit Kewaleewongsatorn

Some digital channels
already have big
audiences, notably
Workpoint TV, which
is third in overall
ratings, ahead of
channels 9 and o

redemption rates would be around 75%, but
only 1.4 million coupons out of 6.3 million
had been redeemed as of late November.

Network expansion is another concern
as operators have missed targets set by the
NBTC while some have lower transmission
quality, particularly the MCOT network
which provides services to Thairath TV,
Voice TV and Spring News.

Another provider, the Public Relations
Department, could not buy the transmission
equipment due to a lack of procurement
transparency and has no clients.

The NBTC also amended the regulation
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Making the switch is not always as easy as pressing a button. PANUMAS SANGUANWONG

on channel numbering to reduce viewer
confusion. Under the new system, the same
channel numbers will be used across every
platform — digital, satellite and cable —
though satellite and cable TV operators do
not want to change their systems.

Six months into their run, signs began
to emerge that some digital channels were
starting to gain large audiences, notably
Workpoint TV and RS’s Channel 8.

Nielsen Thailand ranked Workpoint TV
third among all channels in its November
ratings, beating MCOT’s Channel 9 and
army-owned Channel 5, while Channel 8
came in sixth.

Manee Eabe, managing director of IPG
Mediabrands, said media agencies would
start allocating more of their ad budgets
to digital TV because of the increasing rat-
ings and lower ad rates. Digital TV ratings
improved especially from 6-8pm.

Analogue Channels 3 and 7 remain key
tools for mass communications, but with
more certainty in the TV industry, opera-
tors felt more confident about pushing pre-
mium content onto other channels. Leading
operators have pledged huge investments in
content enhancement for 2015.

“2015 will be a very challenging year for
TV operators, so they will compete via their
content,” said Paiboon Damrongchaitham,
chairman of GMM Grammy Plc, the opera-
tor of GMM Channel and One HD TV.

Grammy earmarked 3 billion baht for
content production in 2015, while Work-
point TV and New TV plan to spend almost
1 billion baht each.

RATINGS REFORM
While the broadcasting industry was in flux,
media agencies grabbed the opportunity to
reform TV ratings measurement.

The Media Agency Association of Thai-
land (MAAT) and TV operators agreed to
form the Media Research Bureau (MRB),
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a non-profit organisation overseeing rat-
ings measurement, after TV operators and

agencies complained about the accuracy of
existing ratings.

They also reached a consensus to open
bidding to select a new ratings company in
early 2015. Nielsen Thailand is currently
the only TV ratings agency.

Wannee Rattanaphon, the MAAT presi-
dent, said the MRB agreed to increase the
sample size for TV ratings to 5,000 house-
holds from 1,800. The new ratings company
must also compile other ratings, particularly
multi-screen viewing habits.

Three companies — Nielsen Thailand,
Video Research International (Thailand)
and GfK Thailand — have shown interest
in bidding.

Another big surprise in the media indus-
try was the merger of two big rivals, as
Grammy’s GMM Z and CTH joined through
a share-swap transaction valued at 1.03 bil-
lion baht. GMM held a 10% stake in CTH
through Z Trading Co. In exchange, CTH
through its subsidiary CTH LCO will hold a
100% stake in GMM B, the satellite pay-TV
unit of Z Trading Co.

CTH has repositioned itself as a media
and entertainment company, not just a
cable TV company.

The move came after GMM Grammy suf-
fered a huge loss from its pay-TV business
while CTH had 3.5 billion baht in losses
from missing its subscriber target. Their col-
laboration aims to increase subscriptions to
2.5 million by the end of 2014 from 800,000
at the start of the year, as well as help CTH
break even on its English Premier League
licensing fee.
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rReady for 4G

From mobile operators to digital economy policy makers, everyone
awaits the next stage of wireless development in 2015

Y

7
ELOOVBERG

By Srisamom Phoosuphanusom

hailand’s mobile industry is
preparing for the start-up
phase of fourth-generation
(4G) market development in
2015, with aggressive network
roll-out plans.

The promise of 4G LTE technology, 10
times faster than 3G, has become a key mar-
keting tactic to promote the next generation
of mobile data services.

The country’s big three players —
Advanced Info Service (AIS), Total Access
Communication (DTAC) and True Move
— all point out that LTE is already mature
and being used successfully in cellular net-
works globally.

However, it’s still not clear whether 4G
licence auctions will take place in 2015 if
history is any guide. Thailand was one of
the last places in the world to get 3G as
political and bureaucratic foot-dragging
delayed licence auctions for years. The
National Broadcasting and Telecommuni-
cations Commission (NBTC) had hoped to
start the process in 2014 but that was before
the coup. The new military administration
ordered a one-year delay while it scruti-
nised the details. The new 4G auction date
is Septrember 2015.

In any case, operators believe the transi-
tion from 3G to 4G will take much less time
and effort to reconcile compared with the

shift from 2G to 3G, thanks to a substantial
number of data-intensive users in Thailand.

Mobile leader AIS has earmarked at least
60 billion baht for the first stage of 4G wire-
less and fixed-line broadband development
in 2015. Second-ranked DTAC set aside an
extra budget of 10 billion baht in 2015 for
expanding its 3G and 4G networks. Third-
ranked True Move plans to spend 43 billion
baht from 2015-16 to overhaul its existing
network platforms.

The three operators are fighting to keep

pace with what they have called “crazy
strong demand” for mobile data in Thailand.

Thai users now consume an average of
400 megabytes of data per month, while
their European peers consume less than
200 MB.

Thai users’ daily mobile data use is on
track to reach one gigabyte by 2020 in line
with the global growth rate and 75 times
present use, global IT research compa-
nies predict.

As of May 31, Thailand had 28 million
Facebook users, about 40% of the popula-
tion, which is the third-highest percentage
in the world. Bangkok has the most Face-
book users of any city in the world, while
the country ranks second in Asia Pacific for
the number of YouTube viewers.

Thailand has almost 40 million smart-
phones, of which 25% are 4G-enabled

News ID: C-150105001248 (5 Jan 15/06:44)

¥ IQNewsClip’

www.ignewsclip.com

devices. This represents huge potential
for mobile data growth, particularly for
4G service.

As of Sept 30, Thailand had 95 million
mobile accounts representing 140% of the
population. AIS had 43.8 million subserib-
ers including 38.7 million 3G customers,
while DTAC had 28 million including 19.7
million 3G customers, and True Move
had 23.4 million including 19.9 million
3G users.

True Move, the first operator to market
commercial 4G services on the 2100 mega-
hertzspectrum, has 800,000 4G customers.

As demand for data continues to soar
and places an even greater strain on mobile
networks, operators are shifting to build out
the fixed-line broadband network to reduce
pressure on the mobile network.

AlS and True Move are working to con-
verge their networks into a single core for
both fixed and mobile networks using fibre-
optic and ethernet technologies — a high-
speed mobile network and a cable network.

DTAC is also considering jumping into
the fixed-line broadband market to serve
the growth of mobile data traffic.

“Thailand can no longer afford to post-
pone the planned 4G licence auction.
Otherwise the country will face chronic
bandwidth shortages,” said Col Settapong
Malisuwan, chairman of the telecom com-
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mittee of the NBTC.

Once it receives approval, the NBTC
expects to auction the 1800 MHz spectrum
bands, which were previously used by True
Move and Digital Phone Co, and the 900
MHz band used by AIS.

Somprasong Boonyachai, executive
chairman of InTouch, the parent of AIS,

Thailand can no longer
afford to postpone

the planned 4G
licence auction.
Otherwise the country
will face chronic
bandwidth shortages

COL SETTAPONG MALISUWAN
NBTC telecom committee chairman

reiterated that 4G auctions for the two fre-
quencies are desperately needed in 2015 if
the government is serious about its digital
economy policy.

Sigve Brekke, interim chief executive
of DTAC, said a 4G auction would acceler-
ate the ability to bring internet access to
everyone, which is a focus of the digital
economy policy.

Suphachai Chearavanont, True’s presi-
dent and chief executive, said 4G network
investment would strengthen Thailand’s
ICT infrastructure and promote the country
as a regional digital economy hub.
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A high-speed internet infrastructure is
an important foundation for new digital
services such as cloud computing, data cen-
tres, e-commerce, and digital content and
learning, which are required to help Thai-
land become a digital economy, he added.

The three executives believe Thailand
will usher in the 4G era “in earnest” in 2015.
Mobile industry revenue was expected to
grow by 1-2% in 2014, down from 5-7%
growth in recent years, attributed to the
country’s political impasse and the eco-
nomic slowdown.

Operators have seen their voice revenues
stagnate in recent years. Instead top-line
increases have come from the dramatic
growth — 25-30% or more — in mobile
data service revenues, thanks to the increas-
ing popularity of consumer devices such as
smartphones, notebooks and tablets.

Speedy wireless data networks are not
new, and wireless data gets faster with
each new generation. Operators are already
thinking about 5G and 6G down the road.

The 4G spectrum auction is expected to
stimulate investment, with fresh network
spending of at least 50 billion baht. The net-
work roll-out will also improve the country’s
telecom infrastructure competitiveness and
increase employment.
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