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COMMENTARY
Kong Rithdee

Pokemon goes
onrun from
state capture

o, they will not ban Pokemon

Go, though it's not hard to tell

how tempting that idea must

be in the post-referendum

landscape where peace, order
and national security have been constitu-
tionally enshrined.

No, they can’t take away your pocket
monsters; not your Magikrap, Nidoran,
Pidgeotto, and Psyduck, as you hunt
them down on your ceaseless wanderlust
through the hostile footpaths of Bangkok.
With the new charter, they can take away
your future, but they can’t take away your
desire to be part of the global phenom-
enon. They can also take away your
elected senators, but they can’t take away
your Pikachu.

But no, they won't let you have all the
fun alone! Because while you're trying
to track the virtual monsters on your
phone — risking manholes, dog poop
and condemnation from sober phu
yai — please remember that the authori-
ties have proposed to track real move-
ments of real people, namely foreigners,
though the use of SIM cards. Unable to
contain their brilliant idea, the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC) have approved the
requirement in principle, claiming the
measure would “boost national security”

Isn’t this more disturbing than tracking
the elusive Pikachu, which, if the NBTC
doesn't know, isn't even real?

Then, more tracking news in this week
of pro-coup jubilation. It was reported on
Thursday that the Royal Thai Police have
made a request to the cabinet for permis-
sion to eavesdrop on “criminal suspects”
without court orders. Having to wait
around for a judge’s approval for wiretap-
ping, said the report, could harm inves-
tigations. In short: Edward Snowden's
worst nightmare. Never mind the poor
bandwidth or limited cloud capacity;
that can be easily enhanced, say, with the
never-let-me-go Section 44.

Picture the scene at police HQ, or
at the NBTC’s command hub: Officers
seated in row after row in front of glowing
screens, on which blinking dots beep and
blurb, like in a Jason Bourre movie. The
Thai authorities would have to monitor
“criminal suspects” and foreign tourists,
at the same time! And you think Pokemon
Go players are useless idlers.

It’s their duty, or maybe it’s our fate.
But the NBTC appeared in both reports,
one about the possible ban of Pokemon
Go (already denied, they only asked for
co-operation from the developer to limit
play hours and areas), the other about
issuing trackable SIM cards for tourists
(which can be turned off, in which case,
how can it serve the “national security”
agenda in the first place?). In both cases,
what they want is the same thing: control,
or a semblance of control. But in the
wilderness of Pokemon Go, what the
authorities want to control is uncontrol-
lable: the relentless drive towards global
connectedness; the instantaneous access
to content, no matter where you are on
earth; the trafficking of visual, bandwidth,
signal to any individual; and the digital
pop-culture at once solid and ephemeral.
It's the global, collective force that can
never be controlled. True, it’s a scary
force, but those who're not intellectually
equipped to deal with such a force, clear
and present here, shouldn't get a job in a
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communications agency in the first place.

Above, I mentioned the new, over-
whelmingly approved charter. So what
does the new constitution have to do with
Pikachu and the surveillance proposals?

If you haven'’t, you can still read the
new charter. Then you can notice the
frequency of the terms “moral stand-
ards” and “national security’, usually in
the same sentence and as a justification
for exercising authority. The mentality
accompanying this constitution, just like
the NBTC with Pokemon, is all about
control, like a teacher in a kindergarten
where the kids are too underdeveloped,
or just too dumb, to live their own lives.

The altar of national security is to be
perpetually worshipped — except when
the big teacher couldn’t even get wind of
the multiple bombings yesterday.

Pokemon Go is a game, an innovation,
a creative exploitation of technology. In
short, it's about the future (augmented
reality, e-commerce, the blurred line
between the real and virtual, etc). But
what about our charter? At best it's about
the present, or the short-term, myopic
future, and at worst it's about the past
(unelected officials, mixed-party coali-
tion, soldiers in the Senate, etc). It's not
innovative, and while it’s true we have to
live with it, that doesn’t mean we should
stop saying what'’s not right about it.

I have no doubt: Pokemon Go is trivial,
frivolous, and will go away in a few
months. What’s more trivial, what's more
frivolous, is the clumsy attempt to control
it, to evoke national security like a chant-
ing that can ward off evil when it’s just
something you don’t understand. And
that you fear.

Kong Rithdee is Life Editor, Bangkok Post.
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Developer reviewing requests to drop sensitive game sites

THE STAR, THE NATION
ASTA NEWS NETWORK

POKEMON GO developer Niantic
Labsislookingintonumerousrequests
to remove places of worship and other
sensitive venues as virtual stops for
gamers.

“We've been overwhelmed by the
enthusiastic response from the
Pokemon Go community. That enthu-
siasm hasled players tovisit many real-
world locations and we have received
requests toremove some locations,” said
the company. “We are moving quickly
to review all such requests.”

The National Broadecasting and
Telecom Commission (NBTC) on
Thursday urged US-based Niantic Inc
to consider removing Pokemons and
so-called PokeStopsfrom
certain locations, includ-
ing footpaths, railroads,
canal banks as well as
temples, pagodas,
schools, hospitals, and
government and military buildings.

The NBTC also urged the develop-
er to restrict availability of the game at
night to prevent children from poten-
tially suffering accidents in public
places.
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Complaints have beenreceived from
churches, district police headquarters
and schools where there was a surge of
visitors after the areas became

PokeStops and Gyms.
Crowds converge on
PokeStops to replenish
their Pokeballs, items
used to capture
Pokemon, and to chal-
lenge and conquer new Pokemon

Gyms.
The unwanted crowds have
troubled  worshippers, school

teachers and parents, with some
resorting to hanging “No Pokemon”

signs at their premises.

So far, Pokemon has been “chased”
away from two venues — the Hiroshima
Memorial Park in Japan and the
Holocaust Memorial Museum in the
United States - after officials there
requested that PokeStop and Gyms be
removed.

To request the removal of a stop,
contact: https://support.pokemon-
go.nianticlabs.com/he/en-
us/requests/new?ticket_form_id=341
148,

Queries about the safety and sensi-
tivity of the game can contact Niantic
Labs at: www.nianticlabs.com.
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SIM tracking
needs rethink

he National Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC) seems to have caused undue
panic among foreign visitors to the country with

its seemingly half-baked plan to track them with
special SIM cards.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tantasith said the measure
is necessary for national security. The agency has provided
some sketchy details about how the initiative will work.

Unfortunately, the idea does not seem convincing as a
means to boost the nation’s security or the safety of tourists
while provoking serious concern about violation of foreign
visitors’ privacy.

What the NBTC approved in principle early this week is
a requirement for foreign visitors to Thailand to use special
SIM cards that will be embedded with a feature that allows
authorities to track them at all times during their stay.

Mr Takorn said the NBTC will start discussing how to
implement this measure with mobile phone operators, the
Customs Department and other related state agencies with
the aim of rolling out the new regulation next year.

For a start, there are many holes in this national secu-
rity booster. According to the NBTC, foreigners entering
the country who want to buy local SIM cards will be issued
with special, location-always-on ones. The NBTC reasoned

the function will allow
them to locate suspects

The jitteryfeeling is promptly in case of crime
LI or terrorist activities.
not benef icial to the The question is glaring.
tourism industry.

Since the measure is not
compulsory, will would-
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voluntarily opt to buy the local SIM card that will always show
authorities exactly where they are upon arrival? If they want
to evade the rule, they can easily choose an international
roaming service.

If indeed the authorities believe for some reason that cost
is a factor for international criminals and that they might have
an incentive to buy their cheaper SIM cards, it is not beyond
imagination to hire local people to buy normal ones for them,
isit?

This is not to mention the possibility that the NBTC's spe-
cial SIM cards may not be that foolproof. If the telecommuni-
cations chief believes criminal or terrorist cases can be easily
traceable with a SIM that has an always-enabled location
service, he could be in for an unpleasant surprise.

In this time and age when information technology and
people’s abilities to tamper with personal data and mobile
devices are advanced, disabling the function does not sound
like too much trouble especially if users of the special SIM
cards are looking to make trouble in the first place.

The NBTC's secretary-general insisted that the newly-
hatched foreigners-tracking idea will not restrict the rights of
people visiting the country, nor will it violate their privacy.
The reality, however, is most foreigners see only those
drawbacks when they hear about the measures. Some may
understand the rationale behind the move, and certain
benefits it could extend to them in times of emergency, but
the way the NBTC has explained the plan — focusing on what
it appears to be constant monitoring of visitors — makes
them uncomfortable.

The jittery feeling is not beneficial to the country’s tourism
industry. Mr Takorn later tried to modify the message by
saying the measure is intended to improve visitors’ safety and
track down overstayers. He also said that the NBTC has no
authority to check on the location of mobile phone users.

Unfortunately, the damage seems to have been done. The
NBTC obviously needs to give the idea a complete rethink
before communicating it to the public.
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