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TOT pulls
plug on AIS
tower talks

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

TOT Plc has chosen to scrap talks with its
concessionaire Advanced Info Service ona
joint venture proposal to operate telecom
tower sites after AIS’s second-generation
(2G) mobile concession expired.

After several months of negotiations, the
state telecom enterprise decided that the
jointventure proposed by the country’s big-
gest mobile operator might not be the best
course of action, said TOT acting president
Monchai Noosong,.

AIS had proposed a joint venture to
operate 13,198 telecom towers under the
build-transfer-operate model after its con-
cession expired on Sept 30.

According to the plan, AIS would invest
in the venture in exchange for a potential
49% share, while TOT might have paid
nothing for a 51% stake since the state
enterprise owns the tower assets.

AIS could have used the telecom towers
even after its concession expired.

“We want AIS to transfer all its telecom
towers to TOT to comply with the conces-
sion terms, instead of allowing the company
to operate the assets,” Mr Monchai said.

TOT previously granted AIS a 25-year
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concession to provide 2G mabile service
on the 900-megahertz spectrum.

The National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission has ordered
AIS to continue serving its existing 2.4 mil-
lion 2G customers for an additional four
months to comply with customer reten-
tion regulations.

Mr Monchai said the decision to scrap
the tallcs came about because AIS failed
to transfer the 13,198 telecom towers to
TOT despite the fact that the deal required
the concessionaire to transfer telecom
assets back to the owner after the conces-
sion’s expiry.

TOT plans to file a petition against AIS
with the Administrative Court, seeking an
interim injunction against the mobile oper-
ator using the disputed telecom towers.

“We want AIS to transfer the towers
and pay rental fees to us in exchange for
tower use, instead of being our partner in
jointly managing the infrastructure,” Mr
Monchai said.

AIS, through its subsidiary Advanced
Wireless Network, operates 3G service on
the 2100-MHz spectrum under alicensing
contract. The company has about 40 mil-
lion subscribers and 20,000 3G base sta-
tions nationwide.

TOT is considering managing and oper-
ating the telecom towers itself, Mr Mon-
chal said, adding that telecom companies
would be allowed to rent the state enter-
prise’s towers,

But an industry source who asked not
to be named raised concerns about TOT's
ability to manage the towers, saying the
state lacks experience and skilled workers.
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Prajin open to TOT
nlan to seek court
uling on spectrum

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER Prajin Juntong has said he
would not oppose TOT seeking a court ruling on
whether it has the right to keep its 900MHz spectrum
after the concession ended.

He let that be known in a letter he recently sent to
relevant state agencies — the Information and
Communications Technology Ministry and the
National Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission — and Prime Minister General Prayut
Chan-o-cha.

Prajin, who is in charge of ICT policy, came to that
decision after discussing the 900MHz problem with
involved parties, including Advanced Info Service
(AIS). He said there were three possible scenarios if
the matter were brought to court, including the court
not accepting it, which would mean the NBTC could
reclaim the spectrum for auction as planned.

The other two scenarios involve the court accept-
ing the case but declining to issue an injunction to
suspend the auction, and the court accepting the case
and issuing the injunction.
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Step in and settle the dispute

In his letter, Prajin said that the ICT Ministry had to
step in and settle the dispute and finalise the matter
as soon as possible, based on the principle of maxi-
mum national benefit.

He said that the ICT Ministry should also help TOT
further develop its existing 3G-2.1GHz wireless broad-
band service and its promising fixed-line broadband
Internet service.

TOT should also undertake operational reform so
that none of its more than 20,000 staff lose their jobs
due to competition.

But Prajin noted that if TOT kept the spectrum, the
state agency might not be able to commercially max-
imise the spectrum on its own and may need toseek a
private partnership to develop the service. If TOT pursued
it alone, it could be a burden on the state’s coffers.

AlS told Prajin that the network facilities it was
obliged to transfer to TOT had a remaining life span of
only 2-3 years. This means that if TOT continues to
use them, it might have to spend heavily to improve
them, it said.

AlS is obliged to transfer the network asset to TOT
under a built-transfer-operate contract.

TOT had granted the 900MHz concession to AlS
and the concession expired last Wednesday.

TOT has sought all means to keep the spectrum,
while the NBTC plans to reclaim the spectrum and
auction it. The tentative auction date is December 15.

TOT claimed that it had the right to keep the spec-
trum until August 2025, the date its telecom licence
expired.

The state agency has also threatened to seek a
court ruling on the matter.
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