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NBTC fear of political
control over media

OFFICIAL MAKES CASE FOR ENFORCEMENT OF
RULES ON LIMIT ON SHAREHOLDINGS

THE NATION

A MEMBER of the spectrum licens-
ing body’s broadcasting committee is
concerned that if there is no enforce-
ment of the rules governing the auc-
tion of digital TV licences in terms of
a cap on shareholdings, this will pave
the way for politically motivated
investors to easily take over media
channels and use them for their own
political interest at public expense.

Thawatchai Jittrapanun, member
of the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC)’s broadcasting committee,
made the remarks at a seminar on
people’s rights in the era of mergers
and acquisitions in the media sector.
The event was co-hosted by
Chulalongkorn University’s Faculty
of Communications Arts,
Chulalongkorn University’s Social
Research Institute, and The Child and
Youth Media Institute (CYMI).

As part of the auction rules, a
major shareholderwas not allowed to
hold more than 10 per cent of other
companies in the same licence cate-
gory. The “major shareholder” is not
only defined as a person or juristic
person allowed to have ownership of
notmore than 10 per cent of the com-
pany, but also mutual beneficiaries.

The case is related to the broad-
casting regulator’s decision on
Monday regarding the controversial
case of the alleged violation by News
Network Corporation (NEWS), for-
merly known as Solution Corner
(1998) or SLC, of the rules governing
the auction of digital-TV licences.
This decision on the legitimacy of the
acquisition of a 12.27-per-cent stake
in NMG by SLC was delayed twice
since last year.

Two of the five broadcasting com-
mittee members - Supinya
Klangnarong and Thawatchai - voted

that the digital TV auction rules
against hegemony should remain
valid.

Two other members - Natee
Sukonrat, who is the broadcasting
committee chairman, and Pol Colonel
Taweesak Ngamsanga — abstained on
the grounds that the auction’s rules for
digital TV licences should not be
enforced after the fact. The other
member, Lt-General Peerapong
Manakit, voted against applying the
rules against NEWS. This 2:2:1 vot-
ing outcome means the committee
cannot take any action on the case.

NMG  will petition the
Administrative Court against Natee,
Taweesak, and Peerapong for alleged
dereliction of duty in deciding the
legitimacy of SLC’s stake in NMG.

A panellist at the seminar,
Suwanna Jitprapas, adviser to the
Foundation for Consumers, said the
foundation would ask these three
commissioners to explain more rea-
sons behind theirdecision. Sheadded
that the broadcasting committee
should also submit for the NBTC
board’s consideration whether such
auction rules should be enforced after
the auction ended.

She shared similar concern as
Thawatchai that without such
enforcement, groups of investors with
political interest would make
attempts to take control of digital TV
channels, which means consumer
choices for diverse content would be
limited and viewers might get one-
sided news from digital TV channels.

Another  panellist,  Pijitra
Tsukamoto, assistant professor of the
Chulalongkorn University’
Communication Arts faculty, said
that one should not only pay atten-
tion to terrestrial digital TV channels
butalso other media platforms - from
cable TV to satellite TV channels -
whether their merger and acquisi-
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tionsare politically motivated in order
to dominatethe cable and satellite TV
channels.

SLC is a major shareholder of
Springnews Corporation, which owns
100 per centof digital channellicence
holder Springnews Television.

NMG’s subsidiary  Nation
Broadcasting Corporation owns 100
per cent of NBC Next Vision, which
holds the digital TV licence. It runs
Nation TV, another digital television
station.
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Many stick with cable, satellite TV despite access to digital terrestrial platform

WATCHIRANONT THONGTEP
THE NATION

DESPITE THE arrival of terrestrial-
based digital television, many people
appear to be staying with cable and
satellite platforms to watch free-TV
programmes. Media experts suggest
that the broadcasters of the 24 new
digital channels are still facing alot of
competition.

Wannee Ruttanaphon, president
of the Media Agency Association of
Thailand, explained that cable/satel-
lite audiences were more fragmented
than those watching terrestrial free-
TV programmes via digital receivers

because there were
more choices on
satellite systems.
Sinthu Peatrarut,
managing director o\
formediaclientlead- =
ership at Nielsen - ‘
(Thailand), said TV s\
ratings were driven SINTHU
by the quality of con-
tent. “If a channel offers the best-
quality TV programmes, people will
follow that channel, and this will cre-
ate [high] ratings for the channel no
matter which platform it is on.”
According to Nielsen’s latest data,
75 per cent of the country’s 23 million
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households watch
cable or satellite TV,

while many ofthe rest
§ wereusing antennas.
- %\ ’ Sinthu forecast that

4 cable/satellite pene-

#’ tration would contin-

'ii ue rising to 85 per
cent. Inanattemptto

transform the coun-

try from the analog to the digital era,
the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
began providing Bt690 coupons to
each eligible household late last year
to use towards the purchase of digital
TV receivers.
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But so far, only 3.91 million of the
8.3 million coupons provided by the
NBTChavebeen used topurchase the
receivers —anditisstill not certain how
many of those people who redeemed
their coupons are actually using the
receivers to watch TV.

Some digital broadcasters appear
to acknowledge this situation.

RS chiefoperatingofficer Pornpan
Techarungchaikul told The Nation
that her company understood that
oncetheoldanalogsystemis switched
off a couple of years from now, the
proportion of viewers using the digi-
tal receivers would be about the same
as that for antennas now - about 30
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percent ofhouseholds. However, with
the benefits coming with a licence to
broadcast digital terrestrial TV,
including the right run up to 12 min-
utes of commercials per hour,
Pornpan believes that it was the right
decision to acquire digital receivers
now.

Currently, satellite-based free-TV
operators are only allowed to run six
minutes of advertising per hour of
broadcasting .

Another benefit is that digital
broadcasters can use the terrestrial
network to air programming on
mobile platforms, including interac-
tive TV.
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