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PUBLIC SERVICES

NBTC panned over budget

AEKARACH SATTABURUTH

The Office of the Auditor-General
(OAG) criticised the National Broad-
casting and Telecommunications
Commission’s (NBTC) budget spend-
ing as not being cost-effective, noting it
often resorted to special procurement
schemes which are prone to graft.

The criticism was contained in an
annual report the OAG presented to the
Senate for review yesterday.

Deputy auditor-general Klednatee
Manosan said the NBTC frequently has
leftover funds from various projects,
which either meant the commission
consistently failed to utilise the ear-
marked funds, or the commission set
its budget way too high.

Ms Klednatee noted that in the past
three years, the NBTC asked for and got
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a budget of 6-7 billion baht annually.
However, an OAG audit found it only
managed to disburse 5 billion baht
ayear.

In2017, the NBTC requested 1.3 bil-
lion baht to fund 111 projects. But only
96 were carried out. Thatyear, the com-
mission used 564 million baht, or 41%
of the budget it had requested.

Despite the inefficiency, the NBTC
was granted abudget of 5.8 billion baht
in 2018.

The OAG also found the commis-
sion often failed to follow procure-
ment regulations, preferring to set up
special schemes with few checks-and-
balances, creating a risk of collusion
and graft.

“This is why some of the NBTC's
projects were unrealistically expensive,
increasing the state’s financial burden.”
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THE NEWSPAPER You CAN TRUST

Has NBTC
gone too far?

ational Broadcasting Telecommunication

(NBTC), the state regulator overseeing tele-

com and digital TV concessions, has recently

been cast in a not so favourable light.

After being criticised for its slowness in
dealing with how a “mega-merger” of True and DTAC
might create unfair trade competition, NBTC has now
been panned after it reportedly summoned digital and
state TV operators to discuss the content that TV news
stations should present or refrain from, following the
aftermath of the Nov 10 Constitutional Court ruling
against three political activists.

The court’s verdict found the activists were in the
wrong in relation to Section 49 of the charter that pro-
hibits people from using their rights and freedoms to
overthrow the constitutional monarchy.

Their actions were related to a 10-point manifesto
involving monarchy reform which was announced at
arally held by the United Front for Thammasat and
Demonstration on Aug 10 last year as well as their sub-
sequent follow-up campaigns.

At the Nov 26 meeting held in the NBTC office, Lt
Gen Peerapong Monakit, an NBTC commissioner, is
reported to have warned TV operators and concession-
aires to exercise discretion or even refrain from present-
ing content on some monarchy-related issues, particu-
larly in relation to the 10-point memo manifesto and the
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three activists.

Regardless of the intention, critics have now accused
the NBTC of stifling press freedom.

Such a warning by a powerful regulator like the NBTC
will only force TV operators and concessionaires into
self-censorship.

Amornrat Chokepamitkul, a Move Forward Party MP
and member of the House committee on human rights,
has reportedly summoned the NBTC to the House to
explain why they needed to issue such warnings to
the media.

Yet, it is likewise understood that the NBTC may be
concerned over any legal consequences that TV news
operators may face over such a severe charge as con-
tempt against the court if their content conflicted with
the Nov 10 court ruling.

Then again some in the Thai media — especially TV
— say they already have an understanding of the law,
and act in compliance, making the issue of a warning
from the NBTC unnecessary.

Meanwhile, the court ruling will have a wide effect on
the country’s political landscape.

Its verdict will be used by various political players,
especially radical royalists that pledge to use it to pursue
lese majeste charge against critics of the institute of
the monarchy.

But such censorship will do harm to both the revered
institute and to democratic society over the long term.

The government and the NBTC must beware of that
consequence, and therefore create a conducive atmos-
phere that encourages peaceful dialogue.

The state must not create mistrust or send obscure
warnings which result in self-censorship.

The NBTC can play the role in moving new media
formats into the future.

But the new frontier is more than hi-tech telecom
spectrum, lighnting fast wifi-signals and pricey tel-
ecom technology.

The media of the future is also about an open society,
freedom and fair play.

The NBTC needs to consider that. It should refrain
from anything approaching Orwellian where authoritar-
ian rulers summon the media and tell what to report
and what not to.
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