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MOBILE COMMUNIGATIONS

Hello? Hello?

High dropped-call rates in developing Asia reflect insufficient allocation of
spectrum by regulators and inefficient use of infrastructure by operators.

By Wanant Kerdchuen and Niramon Thongpan

e In a world with hundreds of millions of
mobile phones, dropped calls are a frustrat-
ing fact of life. In India, where there are 915
million cellular customers out of 1.2 billion
people, the problem is especially acute.

In some of the country’s most crowded
places, one out of every four or five calls
doesn’t get through. Blame it on scarcity
of spectrum, a resource controlled glob-
ally by governments or regulators. India
allows only a small portion for commercial
services while the rest is for defence use.

The government insists there is enough
spectrum for multiple operators to be able
to share and reinforce their systems, while
the operators say inefficiencies exist that
only the government can fix.

The Telecom Regulatory Authority of
India (TRAI) has looked into the perfor-
mance of mobile operators, especially in
Delhi and Mumbai, and doesn’t like what
itsees. The acceptable global standard for
dropped calls is 2% but the figure can be as
high as 17.9% during peak times in Delhi
and 5.6% in Mumbai.

“Essentially, operators are not able to
deploy enough channels with the spectrum
they have to get the capacity to the demand
in peak hours, and especially in areas with
high population density,” says Dominic
Arena, managing director of AEC Advisory.

“Mobile operators in the developed
world with more mature networks normally
try to target less than a 2% dropped-call
rate. That's the best practice.”

In Asean, he said, dropped calls are also
higher than in mature markets, but not
nearly as prevalent as in India. He puts it
down to rapid population growth in cities,
particularly in faster-growing emerging
centres such as Phnom Penh and Yangon,
“and that weighs a lot on the network”.

“As a country starts to develop, the
dropped-call ratio will be high because
you have coverage gaps and you don’t
have capacity,” he said. “Then when you
get more developed, you have enough

coverage but you lack the capacity, so that’s
kind of like Asean.”

In contrast, Australian operators have
an enviable dropped-call ratio of just 1%.

“In typical mature networks in devel-
oped countries, enough spectrum has been
allocated in time for the operators to use it
and it is not tied up by some operators or
state-owned enterprises who don't use it,”
he explained.

In Thailand, the National Broadcast-
ing and Telecommunication Commis-
sion (NBTC) declined to release its most
recent quality-of-service (QoS) survey
but the last period for which figures were
available, the first quarter of 2013, showed
DTAC and Advanced Info Service (AIS)
had a dropped-call rate of 0.65%, True
Move 1.3% and TOT 3.9% on their 3G net-
works. No dropped calls were reported on
2G platforms.

In Singapore, the Infocomm Devel-
opment Authority requires operators to
achieve a dropped-call rate of 1% or less
and all operators — M1, SingTel Mobile
and StarHub Mobile — passed with flying

—E—

“In Thailand, the laws
still prevent operators
from sharing active
network components,
which technically
makes no sense
because it’s far
more efficient doing
spectrum sharing”

DOMINIC ARENA
AEC Advisory
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colours in the first quarter with an average
of 0.35%.

In Malaysia, a rise in complaints about
dropped calls prompted the Malaysian
Communications and Multimedia Com-
mission (MCMC) to review its standard,
originally set at 5% back in 2002. The new
maximum is 2% for intra- or inter-network
calls on certain specified routes and 3% in
other areas.

The MCMC fined operators in 2013 and
2014 because their performance did not

meet QoS targets. The Malaysian Insider
reported that Maxis, Celcom Axiata, DiGi
and U Mobile were fined a total of 1.2 mil-
lion ringgit (US$311,000) for dropped call
rates up to 8% between July and Septem-
ber 2013.

CAUSES AND CURES

Mr Arena points to three main reasons for

dropped calls. Inadequate distribution of

spectrum is the first and foremost cause.
“Notenough spectrum is being freed up

by the regulator for operators to actually go
and buy,” he said.

Another reason is low call tariffs, which
has been the key issue in India, where pre-
paid users — 90% of all subscribers — can
make calls for as little as $0.01 per minute.

“They have very low call tariffs. But
the operators have to pay huge amounts
of money for spectrum,” said Mr Arena.
“The combination of having very high
cost of spectrum and very low call tariffs
or revenue means that you are restricted

in terms of how much infrastructure you
can roll out.”

The third issue is poorly optimised net-
works. An operator builds a network, but it’s
not properly managed and quality suffers.

Optimal management of base stations
and signal towers is a decisive factor in net-
work performance. The best way to increase
capacity, Mr Arena said, is for operators to
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A taxi driver uses a mobile phone as he sits in his cab in Mumbai.
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share some infrastructure.

“This solution can reduce the capital
cost by 30-40% no matter how many oper-
ators join together. They can deploy many
more base stations, and then there is more
spectrum available in the market,” he said.

In developing Asia, mobile infrastruc-
ture sharing is not common as regulators
fear it could lead to technical conflicts
and lessen competition. It's being done in
Malaysia and Indonesia butit's nothappen-
ing in India nor Thailand or other develop-
ing markets.

“Especially in Thailand, the laws still
prevent operators from sharing active
network components, which technically
makes no sense because it's far more effi-
cient doing spectrum sharing like in radio
network sharing. But these are things that
are starting to happen,” Mr Arena said.
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He recommends two simple solutions.
One is for more spectrum to be allocated
in a timely manner, and with the under-
standing that operators should play a part
in determining what technology best suits
their operations.

“They should allow the operators to
choose what they want to use on a par-
ticular frequency band, rather than saying
‘This is the auction and you can use only
this technology,; because the regulator is
always far behind," he said.

The second is for regulators not to try to
squeeze operators so aggressively by trying
to cap voice and data charges. “They may
squeeze operators to a point where they
think they can’t afford to deploy the highest
quality network possible.”
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Not the right time to enter TV industry: Intouch chief

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

MAJOR TELECOM company
Intouch Holdings needs more time
to get a deeper understanding of
the TV broadcasting industry
before it moves full steam into the
new frontier, the firm’s group chief
executive officer Somprasong
Boonyachai said.

He said the broadcasting busi-
ness was very much about emo-
tions and feelings of audiences and
the company needed to learn more
about this before fully jumping in.

Under a joint venture, Intouch
and film and TV production com-
pany Kantana remade US teen

drama TV series “Gossip Girl” into
a Thai version, which was broad-
cast on Channel TV 3.

Somprasong said there was no
plan yet to develop the next season
of the series, despite positive feed-
back for the concluded first season.

Two years ago Intouch took part
in the country’s first auction for
terrestrial digital TV licences but
failed to get a licence.

Somprasong said the company
realised it was not the right time to
enter the industry, which mainly
depends on TV ratings, advertising
and viewer bases. He denied the
rumour circulating that some
existing digital TV channel opera-
tors had approached Intouch with

News ID: C-151207003012 (7 Dec 15/07:48)

&7 iQNewsClip

www.ignewsclip.com

offers to take over their businesses.

“No one has offered us a deal and
it’s not the right time to invest in
this area,” he said.

Early this year Thai TV, led by
media veteran Pantipa Sakulchai,
claimed that it had suffered a huge
loss and refused to pay the second
instalment of'the licence fee.

The National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
suspended its licence, but gave
Thai TV an opportunity to seek a
partnership to help ease its busi-
ness burden. Someoperators have
filed lawsuits with the Central
Administra-tive Court over the
regulator’s alleged failure to pro-
mote the digital TV sector.
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