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NRC slams
‘unfair’ rates
for mobiles

NBTC takes flak for
per-minute charges

POST REPORTERS

The National Reform Council (NRC) has
slammed the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC)
for failing to take action against mobile
phone companies taking advantage of con-
sumers by charging unfair mobile phone
fees on a per-minute basis.

The NRC yesterday endorsed a report by
an NRC committee on consumer protection
reform, which has proposed that mobile
phone fees be charged on a per-second
basis instead of per minute.

The committee also called on the
National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO) to exercise its powers to ensure
the issue is solved quickly. The NRC
yesterday voted 211-3 to endorse
the recommendation.

Saree Ongsomwang, who chairs the
committee, told the NRC yesterday that
Thais use more than 94 million mobile
phones while the population is only about
65 million.

She said if a user calls five times a day,
statistically, the total average calling time is
estimated to be nine minutes and 20 sec-
onds, but the mobile phone service provid-
ers instead end up charging for a total of
12 minutes.

Currently, although a mobile user’s calls
may only last seconds, the operators will
charge one minute worth of call fees.

Ms Saree said that consumer protec-
tion bodies have received many com-
plaints from mobile phone users saying
calls are charged for more than the actual
calling time used if calculated on a per-
second basis — or by more than 300 baht
per month.

She also cited an NBTC survey which

showed a pre-paid mobile phone user
spent an average of 341 baht per month,
while a post-paid user spent an average of
716 baht per month. The average of the two
systems is 414 baht per month.

Ifauser saves only one minute of calling
per day or about 1.33 baht in fees, almost 40
baht will be saved per person per month,
Ms Saree said.

With all 94 million mobile phone num-
bers, if call fees are not rounded up on a per-
minute basis, the money saved will come
to 3.6 billion baht per month, or 43 billion
baht per year, she said.

Mr Saree said it is the NRC's duty to
“reclaim” the more than 43 billion baht,
which will set a precedent for further action
on other matters, such as users paying high
fees for slow internet services.

She said the committee agreed that this
issue is urgent and it cannot wait for the
NBTC to take action, which may take at
least six months.

Therefore, the committee also pro-
posed the NCPO ensure that mobile phone
fees on a per-minute basis are reviewed
more quickly.

However, Prime Minister Prayut Chan-
o-cha, who is also the NCPO leader, yester-
day said the NCPO cannot use its absolute
power under Section 44 of the interim con-
stitution to do anything it wishes.

Mobile phone fees are an economic
issue and should be left to the NBTC to
handle, Gen Prayut said.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tanta-
sith yesterday said a committee will be set
up to study the matter to push for imple-
mentation of the proposal.

NRC members yesterday agreed that
mobile phone operators are still taking
advantage of consumers, and the NBTC
is partly to blame for failing to do more to
tackle the issue.

NRC member Sayant Chanwipas-
wong said yesterday users are still treated
unfairly. For example, there are no warn-
ings about roaming services when phones
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are used overseas, which results in exorbi-
tant international roaming fees.

NRC member Lertrat Rattanawanich
said the practice of taking advantage of cus-
tomers by charging calls on a per-minute
basis has existed for years, but the NBTC
has failed to notice it.

“Even when we reject a call or there is
a missed call that appears in an SMS, they
will charge a rate of one minute,” Gen Ler-
trat said.

NRC member Chermsak Pinthong said
the mobile fees show the industry lacks free
competition, adding that the unfair practice
existed despite the NBTC's supervision.

Mr Chermsak said the NBTC needs
revamping while the structure of the
monopolised telecom industry must
be overhauled.

Anindustry source said it is not a big deal
to seta new airtime charge on a per-second
basis because operators could adjust their
IT and billing systems. Regulators could
amend the terms of some regulations to
comply with the new charge.

But one important thing is that cus-
tomers may face new mobile promotional
packages costing more than existing ones,
because the operators might not get as
much revenue when they apply the per-
second-basis tariffs.
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Eight draft bills gain
cabinet approval

1l

CHATRUDEE THEPARAT
SUCHIT LEESA-NGUANSUK

The government’s attempt to transform
Thailand into a digital economy has moved
a pace ahead, with eight draft bills related
to the digital economy winning cabinet
approval yesterday.

The bills aim to restructure the Infor-
mation and Communication Technology
Ministry and related agencies to facilitate
the digital economy development plan.

A significant change under the raft
of proposed bills is that the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC) will come under
the supervision of the Digital Economy
Policy Committee and allocate 50% of its
licence fees to the digital economy devel-
opment fund.

Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha
said yesterday that the government was
strongly committed to implementing the
digital economy policy this year in line
with improvements to various state agen-
cies including the ICT Ministry, ToT Plc,
CAT Telecom Plc and the NBTC.

“The development of the digital econ-
omy must be based on benefits to the
nation, while the NBTC also needs to be
improved to make it generate income.”

Earlier on Dec 16, the cabinetendorsed
the draftbill for a committee charged with
setting policies and guidelines for the
country’s digital economy scheme.

The new panel, to be chaired by Gen
Prayut and include high-ranking officials
of related agencies, will lay the foundation

and provide support for the digital econ-
omy in five key areas: hard infrastructure,
soft infrastructure, service infrastruc-
ture, digital economy promotion, and digi-
tal society and knowledge.

The cabinet has also approved a draft
bill to improve ministries and reduce
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duplication among state agencies.

As part of the changes, the ICT Minis-
try will become the Digital Economy and
Society Ministry.

The two draft bills have been submitted
to the Council of State for deliberation. The
two draft bills are expected to go before the

National Legislative Assembly for approval
this month.

Government spokesman Yongyuth Mai-
yalarp said the digital economy develop-
ment fund was essential, as the govern-
mentneeds asource of funding to develop
the telecommunications infrastructure,
be it hard infrastructure, soft infrastruc-
ture, service infrastructure, digital society
or knowledge.

Surangkana Wayuparb, director of the
Electronic Transactions Development
Agency (ETDA), said the eight bills will be
passed to the National Legislative Assem-
bly by April to process into law.

The ETDA is responsible for creat-
ing and delivering the government’s
digital economy policy pertaining to soft
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infrastructure — one of the six pillars
of the draft action plan for digital eco-
nomic development.

Ms Surangkana said the Electronic
Transactions bill would allow the gov-
ernment to create a National Electronic
Transaction Agency in order to promote
the development of soft infrastructure and
increase consumers’ confidence in con-
ducting online transactions.

The Computer Crime bill will deal with
intellectual property and copyright issues
as well as block websites related to piracy.

The bill for promoting the digital econ-
omy will enable the government to set up
a digital economy promotion agency in
order to advance the use of digital technol-
ogy for economic and social development.

She added that the bill for the digital
economy fund aimed to promote the digi-
tal economy and social development.

The Cybersecurity bill will allow the
state to establish a national cybersecurity
centre to tackle cyberthreats.

Under the NBTC bill, the regulator will
be downgraded to only overseeingthe allo-
cation of spectra for public and industrial
benefits and governing competition in the
telecoms and broadcasting industries.

The government will tale over manag-
ing auction money and licence fees that
are currently handled by the NBTC, said
Ms Surangkana.
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5G frequency rejig needed

SAENGWIT KEWALEEWONGSATORN

Existing laws related to frequency alloca-
tion may obstruct the rise of fifth-genera-
tion (5G) mobile services, which are likely
to be commercialised globally in 2020.

While Thailand faces delays in its 4G
mobile auctions, many developed coun-
tries are talking about 5G, whose frequency
allocation and use suit future changes in
communications behaviour.

The next generation of communications
will not only be person-to-person but also
mixed communications between people
and machines, the so-called Internet of
Things (I0T), that accesses and shares infor-
mation efficiently, comfortably and safely.

Jesada Sivaraks, secretary to the vice-
chairman of the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC), said the dawn of 5G mobile ser-
vices would offer a lot of opportunities for
Thailand to push itself to become a 5G

technology maker, similar to Japan, South
Korea and China, early adopters of 3G and
4G technology.

The IoT will increase dual line speed
10 times and diversify telecom services,
he said.

“The 5G revolution is interesting to
many countries as it involves the entire
economy and not just the telecom sector.
Thailand should be a technology creator,
not just a buyer,” said Mr Jesada.

The initial launch of 5G mobile services
here could combine telecom services and
automobiles for a technology called vehicu-
lar telemetrics that will help reduce fuel
consumption and increase driving security.
Smart homes, offices and logistics would be
the next phase.

5G needs a wide range of frequency
bands from 400 megahertz to 300 gigahertz,
while the concept of frequency use will
change from exclusive rights to spectrum
sharing for some frequency bands, he said.

Due to the changing definition of fre-
quency allocation, Mr Jesada said the fre-
quency allocation law is not suitable for 5G.
The Frequency Allocation Act was designed
with the misunderstanding that frequency
is an unlimited resource.

Frequency allocation should maximise
frequency use for all people, not be based
on generating high revenue through sales,
he said.

The Frequency Allocation Act’s Sections
45 and 46 state frequency is an exclusive
right, not transferable or to be shared with
others.

To create maximum value for frequency,
an auction is not the best method to allocate
frequency, as 3G services failed in Britain
and Germany because the operators had
no money to expand network sites, he said.

“It will be impossible to drive 5G tech-
nology in Thailand if the exclusive right
concept for frequency still exists here,” said
Mr Jesada.
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NBTC role reduced
under new draft laws

THE CABINET YESTERDAY approved eight digital

- economy draft laws, which authorise the soon-to-be
set up digital economy committee to assign and

. manage spectra policy instead of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission.

Some of the draft laws also require the NBTC to
merge its existing Broadcasting and Telecom com-
mittee into a single regulatory body by correcting the
existing NBTC law. NBTC will become the regulatory
body for broadcasting and telecommunications, but
it will have to comply with the government's digital
economy policy on spectrum planning.

Information and Communication Technology
Minister Pornchai Rujiprapa said the digital economy
committee would decide on which spectra should be
auctioned off for commercial purposes and which
should be assigned for public benefit. Under the new
draft law, the NBTC would no longer oversee the
Bt20-billion budget of the Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Research and Development
Fund for Public Interest. The digital economy com-
mittee will now manage the fund.

A spectra coordination task force with bordering
countries will also be removed from the NBTC's juris-
diction and put under the government agency.

The government will hand all eight drafts aver to |
the Council of State to frame the new laws. .
USANEE MONGKOLPORN, THE NATION
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Top executives of Nation Multimedia Group, led by aarman Suthichai Yoon, third left, and group editor-in- chief Thepchai Yong, fourth left, meet
with the Media Reform Committee of the National Reform Council at Parliament yesterday to voice their concerns over poss;ble media
domination by Solution Corner (1998) Plc and affiliates through hostile takeover moves.

NMG executives
brief NRC panel
on takeover nsk

THE NATION

TOP EXECUTIVES of Nation
Multimedia Group (NMG), which
includes The Nationnewspaper, met
yesterday with the Media Reform
Committee of the National Reform
Council (NRC) to express concern over
a possible hostile takeover of NMG
and the negative repercussions from
this.
NMG chairman Suthichai Yoon led
a group of the management teamin
aninformal discussion at Parliament
with the House Committee on Media
Reform yesterday, voicing concermn
over possible media domination by
Solution Corner (1998) Plc and its
affiliates, which are perceived as being
politically backed, through the pur-
chase of a large quantity of NMG
shares in December,
Suthichai told the committee it
“was imperative that the mass media
be free to report news and to express
opinions without being under the con-
trol of anv business or political group.

He said the mass media could only
be free and responsible to society
when its management and majority
sharehalders have trust in ethicsin
management, business and editorial
policy. Solution Corner (1998) and its
affiliates bought a large percentage of
NMG shares through suspicious means
and this has raised doubts about its
intention, the executives said. On top
of this, the company already owns
Spring News, a digital TV news station
in the same news category as Nation
TV, which is part of NMG. So, it has
projected animage of attempting to
dominate the news media and may
have violated the conditions for the
operation of digital TV, as stipulated
by the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC).

NMG president Duangkamol
Chotana, and Nation Broadcasting
Corporation (NBC) chief Adisak
Limprungpatanakij showed informa-
tion that purportedly links the new
group of NMG shareholders to a group
of investors being now investigated by
the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC). Thisexposedits
alleged link to a certain political group.

NMG executives reaffirmed to the
House Committee that they wel-
comed investors buying NMG stocks
with the intention of making a profit
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and without any hidden agenda and
that they had given an assurance that
all managers and staff are ready to
continue to play a responsible role in
reporting, expressing opinions and in
scrutinising various powers on behalf
of Thai society, no matter what lies
ahead.

“NMG media have proven them-
selves over the course of 40 years,
bothin crises and normal times. We
have played a role as an ethical media
that is determinedly responsible to
society. We really hope that society
will assist us to continue to carry out
this duty without falling under the
influence of any business or political
group,” Suthichai said.
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