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THE WEEK AHEAD

MONDAY

Meechai Ruchupan and his Constitution
Drafting Committee will start a weelclong
review of their progress on the charter
today. They will show it to selected focus
groups for positive comment, praise,
accolades and bursts of appreciative
applause for their work.

It’s the last day to apply to be the next FAT
president of Thailand. The suspension
from football of well-known FAT man
Worawi Makudi had been due to run out
on the weekend, making him eligible. But
the ban was extended for 45 days.

One last meeting will be held today by
groups who will sponsor the appeals of
Win Zaw Htun and Zaw Lin, convicted

of the Koh Tao murders. The Lawyers
Council of Thailand will lead the appeal.
Others involved include the Myanmar
Embassy and non-government organisa-
tions from Thailand and Myanmar.

The Golden Globes awards for movies
and TV shows you've mostly not heard
of will be given today by the Hollywood
Foreign Press Association, with live TV
coverage beginning at 8am.

TUESDAY

The Asian Football Confederation Cham-
pionship begins today in Qatar, with

the final on Jan 30. For coach Kiatisak
Senamuang and the Thai Under-23 War
Elephants, a successful tournament
means a place at the Rio de Janeiro
Olympics beginning in August. Thailand
are in Group B and qualifying won't be a
breeze. They open against Saudi Arabia
tomorrow at 11.30pm, Thailand time.
They play Japan on Saturday and North
Korea Tuesday week, both at 8.30pm.

In coincidental timing, a Kuwait court

is to hand down verdicts today on 25
Kuwaiti and an Iranian Shia charged

with plotting attacks on Kuwait on behalf
of Iran.

The Myanmar government and leaders
of ethnic militias are to meet today at Nay
Pyi Taw to try yet again to get a national
ceasefire or peace agreement.

WEDNESDAY

The National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC)
will formally present winning bidders
with the four 4G licences it auctioned off
last month.

At least 99.3% of the nation will be sad to
know that today’s speech by the general
prime minister on the 2015 accomplish-
ments of his government will be the last
of the daily reports.

The annual Thailand Tourism Festival
2016 opens in Lumpini Park #Bangkok
today. It will last until Sunday, with dis-
plays from each of the five major regions.

The four-day Q-School finals for golfers
trying for new Asian Tour cards begin
today at Springfield Royal Country Club
in Hua Hin.

US President Barack Obama gives his last
State of the Union speech to Congress
this morning at 9am on news channels.

THURSDAY

A junta-approved committee on “media
reform” is to meet representatives of
Google today about all that social unrest
the search engine creates online. Pol Maj
Gen Pisit Pao-in, who formerly watched
Google in his role as Technology Crime
Suppression Division commander, now
heads the committee on “reforming”
online media.

Proxy combatants in the Saudi-Iran war
in Yemen will meet the UN’s special
envoy in Switzerland for six days of talks.
Speaking of disputatious, distrustful
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countries, the foreign secretaries of India
and Pakistan will be civil to each other for
two days in Islamabad.

FRIDAY

The Oscar nominations will be
announced this morning. The awards
show is scheduled for Feb 28.

And speaking of show business and
special effects, Donald Trump and a sup-
porting cast of eleventeen other Republi-
can Party candidates will “debate” on TV
starting at 9am.

If you want a first-hand look at the female
ex-prime minister, she will be at the
Supreme Court's Criminal Division for
Holders of Political Positions this morn-
ing. Testimony begins today to a bank of
nine judges, although probably not hers
just yet. Official charges are dereliction of
duty and failure to halt unspecified acts
of corruption.

SATURDAY

The China-organised Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank begins official oper-
ations today with a three-day Board of
Governors meeting in Beijing. The bank's
aim is to facilitate financing of infrastruc-
ture projects. Thailand joined the bank
last September.

To help with your mix-up: Thailand,
sometimes confused with Taiwan, is the
country not holding presidential and
legislative elections today.

More proof that Myanmar is moving

into the world community: Today is the
first convention ever in that country of
tattoo lovers.

Spurs vs Sunderland kicks off the Pre-
mier League weekend at 7.45pm, with
Chelsea-Everton following at 10pm, and
Villa- Leicester City at half past mid-
night. Liverpool host Manchester United
tomorrow at 9pm.
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‘Grassroots Internet fund’ still unable to expand nationwide

THE SUNDAY NATION

ONE of the government’s 200 New
Year gifts was a free phone call and
free Wi-Ti access to all who wanted
to send New Year messages between
December 30, 2015 and January 2,
2016. But, many in rural areas missed
out on this - as they had no cellphone
or use for Wi-Fi.

Thailand joined the rest of the
world in pushing for everybody to
have access to telecommunication
services in 2005.

On August 3, 2005, the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunica-
tions Commission (NBTC)
announced the criteria and budget
for setting up of the Universal Service
Obligation (USO) fund. This basic
telecommunication infrastructure
fund gets 3.5 per cent of the annual
income of operators who have
obtained telecommunication
licences.

This means firms with frequency
concessions to operate cellphone or
IT network business have to present
their account books before paying
NBTC 3.75 per cent of their net
income in fees so the USO can give

rural villagers access to phonesignals
and the Internet. This is why the fund
is also known as “the grassroots
Internet fund”.

The USO currently has about Bt20
billion in reserve and has imple-
mented a three-phase action plan. In
the first phase (2005-08), USO
installed public phones and handed
out phone cards to the disabled, eld-
erly and low-income people, while in
the second phase (2009-10) it built
USONetortelecentres atschools and
communities.

In the third phase (2012-16), the
fund has been collecting fees from
business operators to initiate a fibre-
optic cable network to provide
Internet access to at least 2,500 sub-
districts and border schools covering
at least 500,000 people.

USO has invested Bt1.5 billion to
build USONet or telecentres at 250
schools, 377 communities and 40
other locations for the underprivi-
leged and disabled persons.

USO also spent another Bt500
million in projects for the physically
challenged, such as the Digital
Accessible Information System
(Daisy) for the Blind, which includes
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A hilltribe youth browses the Net at his school’s telecentre, which is funded under
the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission’s Universal

Service Obligation programme.

REPORT

“talking libraries” and a 1414 hotline
for Daisy userstolistentobooks being
read on the phone.

The USO also launched the Thai
Telecommunications Relay Service
(TTRS) last August in collaboration
with the Universal Foundation for
Persons with Disabilities to facilitate
people with hearing and talking dis-
abilities tocommunicate with others.

TTRSalso facilitates communica-
tion with publicoffices through online
interpreters. Some 180 TTRS public
booths will be set up nationwide by
2017.

However, judging fromthe factthe
USOhas Bt20 billion in reserve, many
are worried that it has only used Bt2
billion so far and not achieved its tar-
get of expanding the “grassroots
Internet” access.

USO Bureau director Wares
Borvonsin said that since 2012, the
fund hascollected about Bt23.216 bil-
lion, but things slowed down since
the National Council for Peace and
Order (NCPO) took over.

He said the Finance Ministry also
borrowed Bt14.3 billion fromthe fund
on May 26,2015 torepayaloan ithad
taken for urgent water-management
and road-transport projects.

“Theremaining Bt9 billion should
be enough to propel an all-access

basictelecommunication service, but
we just have to wait for an approval
from the government and the NCPO
to resume work,” Wares added.
Kamolrat Intaratat, chairperson
of the Asia-Pacific Telecentre
Network, said the USO budget’s key

purpose is to create a balance in peo-
ple’s access to telecommunications.
She said that most countries collect
fees of 3 to 5 per cent from operators
to implement projects that boost cit-
izens' knowledge and skills touse and
access basic telecom infrastructure.
“This is like returning to society.
The countryisinan age of newmedia
where people use information com-
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munications technology [ICT] as
part of their daily lives. Hence,
telecommunications network servic-
es like mobile phones, Wi-Fi and
Internet should not be limited to city
dwellers or urban people, but should
also cover rural residents, the elder-
ly, the disabled and ethnic minori-
ties,” she said.

She said many Thais still do not
know about USO, and that was why
it should not be managed by a single
agency or just the NBTC. Other
groups working with the underpriv-
ileged should also be allowed to par-
ticipate, such as the Social
Development and Human Security
Ministry and educational institutes,
to ensure the money is used to truly
and effectively benefit all groups of
people, she said.
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