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EXCLUSIVE

Samart I-Mobile to exit MVNO business

Competition from big three, Chinese
smartphones too rough, writes
Komsan Tortermvasana

subsidiary of Samart Corporation, is

preparing to leave the mobile opera-
tor business after submitting its notice to
the telecom regulator in April.

SIM provides mobile service as a mobile
virtual network operator (MVNO) on behalf
of TOT on the latter’s 2100-megahertz net-
work and will return up to 4 million mobile
numbers to the regulator.

SIM’s mobile business on CAT Telecom’s
850MHz-band is struggling because it has
amere 5,000 subscribers.

The move by SIM signals a downturn
in the MVNO business amid severe com-
petition with the major three operators,
which together have a 99% market share
for mobile service.

An MVNO is a company that pro-
vides mobile service but lacks its own
mobile network.

A CAT source said SIM has also its lost
strength in offering affordable phones
with the rise of Chinese brands like Oppo
and Vivo.

“SIM'’s strong point was affordable
smartphones with attractive promotional
packages, but these aren’t selling anymore,”
said the source.

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-general of
the National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC), said
SIM in April submitted the required docu-
ments asking to stop its MVNO service on
TOT’s network.

He said the NBTCis likely to approve the
request but must have assurances that SIM
and TOT have proper measures in place to

SIM's strong point was
affordable smartphones
with atractive promotional
packages, but these aren't
selling anymore.

s ET-listed Samart I-Mobile (SIM), a
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handle existing mobile users in the system.

Operators are required to pay one baht
per number per month to the NBTC for a
numbering fee, so SIM’s request reduces
its operation cost.

A source at TOT said since SIM signed
its MVNO deal in 2010, subscriber num-
bers have declined from 700,000 to less
than 10,000.

SIM informed TOT last year the com-
pany was going to stop buying TOT’s net-
work capacity on the 2100MHz band to pro-
vide 3G service. SIM was instead interested
in CAT’s 850MHz network capacity.

SIM owes TOT 100 million baht, includ-
ing rental costs for network capacity and
numbering fees.

“Itis alittle surprising as to why SIM did
not transfer its existing subscribers to CAT’s
850MHz network if the company intends
tomove ahead with its MVNO business on
that band,” said the TOT source.

The CAT source said SIM signed an
agreement to become an MVNO on CAT’s
network in early 2016, and began operat-
ing 3G service last June. Its subscribers on
CAT's network exceeded 10,000 last year,
but have receded to about 5,000 now.

The CAT source acknowledged that SIM
has suspended its marketing activities for
3G service for months.

“Intense competition in both the phone
distribution market and for promotional
packages have inevitably impacted SIM. It
is hard for the company to sustain opera-
tions if it cannot find a clear segment for
generating revenue in the future,” said the
CAT source.

The CAT source said if SIM decides to
exit MVNO service on the CAT network, it
would nothave a bigeffect on CAT because
CAT's revenue is based on real usage of net-
work capacity.

Most of its network capacity on the
850MHz band is used by True’s subsidi-
ary under partnership contracts, said the
CAT source.

But Chaiyod Chirabowornkul, chief
executive of The White Space, another
MVNO on CAT’s network under the Pen-
guin brand, said MVNOs can no longer
compete with bigger operators and need
a better business direction.
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TECHNOLOGY

Line Mobile
to arrive via
DTAC network

NBTC to see whether
service is an MVNO

SUCHIT LEESA-NGUANSUK
KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

After a successful launch in Japan last year,
popular messaging app Line will jump on
Thailand’s mobile service bandwagon.
Thailand will become the second
country where Line will introduce its
digital mobile service, called Line Mobile,
featuring a low-cost SIM card package
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Line Mobile is a low-cost SIM card package through which subscribers can use Line’s free services of messaging, calls and video chat.
The package, priced at 99 baht for 1.5GB, could draw users who consume a small volume of data.
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through which subscribers can use
Line’s free services of messaging, calls
and video chat.

The Line messaging service is already
free, but users must pay their phone carrier
for data network consumption.

Line Mobile currently provides a beta
version of the service to a small group
of users.

The company is renting DTAC's TriNet
network of high speed 4G and 3G. The
service is one of several mobile virtual
network operators (MVNOs) in Thailand
providing cheaper monthly smartphone
services than major carriers, Advanced
Info Service (AIS), Total Access Commu-
nication (DTAC) and True Move.

The service aims to close pain points
that mobile service users face today,
according to the company.

Users can change or cancel the data
plan whenever they like. They can toggle
between lightning speed data that comes
with the package and unlimited free data
at 256Kbps.

Users can manage various details
through the app: bill payments, data speed
adjustments, or change the plan.

The chat and call centre, through the
website or mobile app, provide 24/7
support. Users can purchase price plans
and complete the registration process at
th.linemobile.com.

SIM packages can be purchased after
downloading the Line Mobile application,
and it will be delivered to their chosen
address. Users only need to provide a
photo of their ID and take a selfie with the
ID card to identify themselves.

Users can control their accounts with
24/7 self-service through the Line Mobile
website and Line Mobile application, avail-
able on both i0S and Android.

Users can also select the number and
once they get the number they want, they
can select data packages.

A source at DTAC, who chooses to be
unnamed, said the service benefits both
Line and DTAC.

“Line is a recognised brand in Thai-
land, and to have Line on our network also
allows us to be better known by consum-
ers,” he said.

Line Mobile services count as both
competition and a complementary prod-
uct for DTAC.

According to AIS’s vice-president for
wireless marketing, Pratthana Leelapa-
nang, MVNO services have been available
for a long time and success depends on
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how the providers package the product
and services offered.

“Line Mobile service is good for the
industry because it will drive the usage of
data service and provide choices to con-
sumers,” he said, noting that competition
in data service is already severe.

Regarding Line Mobile allowing users
to subscribe and register online, he
noted that approval from the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunication
Committee (NBTC) should be sought,

because the identification verification as
it stands cannot be done online.

The average Thai consumed 3GB per
month in 2017 while heavy consumers
users who enjoy video use around 5-10GB.

The package offered by Line Mobile
might be attractive for users who consume
small volumes of data, as it costs 99 baht
per 1.5GB.

Previously, a service branded Face-
book Zero offered by some operators
did not gain attention as Thais are used
to accessing the internet with SIM cards,
which offers them faster data speeds and
better service quality.

In the prepaid market, there are 10-12
sub-segments and packages offered with
free chat, free Facebook and bundled
with YouTube.

Col Settapong Malisuwan, chair-
man of the NBTC's telecom committee,
said the regulator will investigate Line
Mobile to figure out whether it is an
MVNO or not.
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