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DIGITAL DRIVE

IGT Ministry and NBTC have collaborated to
provide high-speed broadband internet to all
70,000 villages nationwide by this year. B3

Cheap broadband service due this year

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

Thailand’s national broadband network
enabling affordable internet access is
scheduled to be rolled out over the next
12 months.

Construction of the state-sponsored
broadband infrastructure project will be
jointly handled by the Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) Min-
istry and the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC).

“All 70,000 villages nationwide will be
able to access low-cost broadband internet
service at minimum speeds of 30 megabits
per second in the next 12 months,” said ICT
Minister Uttama Savanayana.

The collaboration between the two state
authorities is expected to be a powerful tool
in implementing a digital economy and
eliminating redundancy in their public tel-
ecom planning and project development,
he said. The project also has the potential

to bridge the digital divide.

Mr Uttama said cheap broadband
internet service being offered by 2,000
community-based ICT centres under the
ICT Ministry is available in almost half of
the 70,000 villages in rural areas.

The national broadband network is part
of the government's policy to support the
country’s hard infrastructure development,
he said.

The ministry plans to increase its ICT
centres providing public service to 2,300
by year-end.

Mr Uttama said he assigned the two state
telecom enterprises — TOT Plc and CAT
Telecom — to help it develop the last mile
of infrastructure for wireless broadband
access in rural areas.

The ICT Ministry has a fiscal 2015 budget
of 20 billion baht to develop ICT projects
and support digital economy policies.

“The ministry will work closely with
the NBTC to promote all ICT-related
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investment and activities including infra-
structure, digital content and ICT-facili-
tated learning communities,” he said.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tan-
tasith said the telecom regulator will take
responsibility for providing telecom ser-
vices in remote areas to narrow the digital
divide in compliance with the Frequency
Allocation Act.

The regulator has built a broadband
internet network in 7,000 districts nation-
wide. The infrastructure was built under
the NBTC’s universal service obligation
(USO) budget.

“We aim to provide last-mile internet
access to 70,000 villages nationwide over
the next 12 months,” Mr Takorn said.

The NBTC allocated a budget of 20 bil-
lion baht this year for the USO fund.

The NBTC and the ICT Ministry will
jointly outline plans for development of
USO projects, which are expected to be
completed by June, he said.

Mr Takorn said the NBTC was on the
verge of reviewing two USO projects involv-
ing construction of broadband internet
infrastructure in Phitsanulok and Nong
Khai that were previously suspended by
the National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO).

Mr Uttama said he will ask the national
digital economy committee, chaired by
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, to allow
the NBTC to continue with the projects.

TOT won USO deals worth 429 million
baht from the NBTC to provide telecom
services in the two provinces from 2014,
but no contracts have been signed between
the two parties. TOT initially planned to
use its existing 2300-megahertz spectrum
to provide fourth-generation service under
the USO scheme.

Mr Takorn said if the NCPO approved for
the two projects to go ahead, the regulator
might need to review its investment and
development plans with TOT.
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Broadband to
reach 70,000

villages

NBTC, ICT MINISTRY
COLLABORATING

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

THE NATIONAL Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission and
the Information and Communications
Technology Ministrywill collaborate to
provide to all 70,000 villages nation-
wide broadband connections to the
Internet this year with an initial budg-
et of Bt38 billion.

The links will be via both wireless
and fixed-linebroadband access points.

Thespending will also cover the roll-
out of such access in key locations such
as hospitals and the improvement of
the service quality and connection
speed of the current coverage in 27,000
villages.

The ICT Ministry will contribute
Bt20 billion to the project, which will
be allocated from the Bt80.78 billion
total upfront fees paid by the winners
ofthe1,800-megahertzlicence auction
last November.

The NBTC’s Universal Service
Obligation (USO) Fund will chip in the
remaining Bt18 billion.

However, the ministry might scale
down the budget if it is found later that
the investment will be overlapping.

Sukit Khamasundara, a member of
the NBTC, said yesterday that the reg-
ulatorwould be responsible for expand-
ing the broadband service throughout
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in 2016

the country at public health centres,
schools andlocal administration organ-
isations, in five years.

The ministry will focus on installing
fixed and wireless broadband access in
40,000 villages at a cost of Bt15 billion
andinstall anewinternational Internet
gateway for Bt5 billion.

A joint committee will be set up to
coordinate this project and reduce
redundancies.

ICT Minister Uttama Savanayana
said his ministry would submitthis plan
to the Ad Hoc National Digital
Economy Committee, which is chaired
by Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha,
in its next round of meetings next
month.

Nearly two years ago after the mili-
tary seized powerinacoup, its National
Council for Peace and Order froze the
USO Fund’s spending plans as part of
itssuspension of all state projects worth
over Btl billion.

Ifthe panel approvesthe project, the
USO Fund will be able to use its money
for this mission.

According to the USO Fund’s origi-
nal spending plan, it will use Bt16 bil-
lion to install the broadband access
service nationwide with download
speed of 30 megabits per second and
upload speed of 5mbps, and Bt1.8 bil-
lion for launching public phone serv-
ice. The projects will cover five years.

The NBTC'’s major telecom-licence
holders are required to contribute a cer-
tain amount of revenue to the USO
Fund to develop telecommunication
services in remote areas.
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MCOT wants fair payout

MCOT president
Siwaporn
Chomsuwan
discusses the
frequency return
at a meeting
with the NBTC on
Wednesday.

for return of spectrum

NANAT SUCHIVA

SET-listed MCOT Plc, a state-owned
broadcaster, is willing to return part
of its 2600-megahertz spectrum for
future auctions if the regulator pays it a
proper compensation.

The National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC) told
MCOT on Wednesday that it should return
at least 60MHz of 144MHz of bandwidth on
the 2600MHz spectrum.

MCOT used the bandwidth to give a
15-year contract to Playwork Co to oper-
ate pay-TV business in 2010.

However, Playwork never launched the
service due mainly to problems related to
importing high-tech equipment.

MCOT president Siwaporn Chomsuwan
said it could return part of its spectrum
for fourth-generation wireless auctions
next year if the NBTC pays it appropri-
ate compensation.

MCOT will soon hold discussions with
Playwork to find a good solution for both
sides. Details for the possible spectrum
return will be known by the end of March.

“We don't know how much bandwidth
we can return at the moment, but we
will try our best in the negotiations,” Mr
Siwaporn said.

After MCOT has concluded its talks with
Playwork, it will discuss compensation with
the NBTC.
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MCOT executive vice-president Phol-
chai Vinichaikul said the broadcaster was
delighted to follow the NBTC's request to
serve people’s interests.

“But the compensation should be fair
and appropriate for MCOT to offset our
business opportunity loss in the future,”
he said.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tanta-
sith said it could not yet determine appro-
priate compensation for MCOT because it
must wait for the new NBTC law to come
into effect in July.

In fact, MCOT still wants to help Play-
work solve its difficulties and push for the
commercial launch of its pay-TV service,
which would generate additional income
for MCOT at a time when digital TV opera-
tors face intense competition.

The broadcaster has a weak TV opera-
tion with declining ratings among the 24
digital TV channels.

It has made efforts to improve itself by
switching to be a digital TV network pro-
vider, modernising its channel positioning
to draw younger audiences and offering
MOoTre NEW Programmes.

In the last nine months of last year, the
broadcaster posted a net profit of 129.4
million baht on revenue totalling 2.86 bil-
lion baht.

MCOT shares closed yesterday on the
Stock Exchange of Thailand at 9.40 baht, up
45 satang, in trade worth 16.8 million baht.
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‘TV licensing regime change’ may spark exit

TOP EXEC OF RS AIRS CONCERN AS NBTC SEEKS SOLUTIONS FOR STRUGGLING DIGITAL BROADCASTERS

WATCHIRANONT THONGTEP
THE NATION

A leading player in terrestrial-
based digital television has
expressed concerns over the possi-
bility of an exit from the current
licence-based system, which he
fears could lead to more problems
in the industry.

“A change in policy and regula-
tions related to broadcasting could
have either positive or negative
impactsforallinvolved. Sothe pol-
icymakers or regulators should be
cautious about making any
changesinkeyregulationstomake
surethatlawenforcementremains
consistent,”RS chiefexecutive offi-
cer Surachai Chetchotisak said yes-
terday.

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-
general of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission, has called
ameeting of all 24 holders of digi-
tal-TV licences next Tuesday to
hear their complaints and ideas,
including the desire of some oper-
atorstoexitfromthelicence-based
regime.

He said this meeting aimed to
seek remedies for troubled broad-
casters including Thai TV Co,
which has said it wants to leave the
digital-TV business.

Surachai said the NBTC should
support the industry’s organic
growtheventhough the TV-licence
auctionin late 2013 had liberalised
the more-than-50-year-old indus-
try, expandingit from onlysix play-

TAKORN HAS CALLED A
MEETING OF ALL 24
HOLDERS OF DIGITAL-TV
LICENCES NEXT TUESDAY
TO HEAR THEIR
COMPLAINTS AND IDEAS.

ers into a new market for 24 digi-
tal-TV broadcasters, including
Channel 8 run by RS.

“In a free market, there mustbe
both winners and losers. To win in
this game, a good player must be
well prepared with strong content
strategy and understanding its
audience’s needs well,” the CEO
said.

Surapol Peeraopongpipat Pera-

pongpipath, directorfor marketing
and sales at GMM One Digital TV,
operator of the One digital chan-
nel, said he wanted to wait and see
how the NBTC handles this chal-
lenging matter. “I personally
believe that the growth in channels
from six incumbents to 24 players
appearstohave madeitdifficultfor
the new TV broadcasters to build
theiraudiencebases whilethe same
audiencesarestill familiar with the
incumbents. Sowe need more sup-
port from the broadcasting regu-
lator;” he said.

The idea of modifying the cur-
rentlicence-based regime app-ears
to differ from the views of Natee
Sukonrat, chairman of the NBTC’s
broadcasting committee. He
believesthatthebirth ofdigital ter-
restrial TV opened more doors for
both old and new players. In a free
market, there mightbegainersand
losers.

“However, mergers and acqui-
sitions mightbe an answer forthose
troubled broadcasters under the
current licence-based regime,” he
said.

After a merger or acquisition,
the corporate entity must remain
unchanged andinaccordance with
Thai business regulations. This
means the company mustbe whol-
ly owned by Thai shareholders.

Underthislaw, foreign investors
are permitted to hold a maximum
of 25 per cent of the company. A
managementreshuffleisallowedin
accordance with the change of
shareholders.
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SURACHALI: Policymakers or regulators should be
cautious about making any changesin key regulations to
make sure that law enforcement remains consistent.
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