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during last
month’s Mobile
World Congress in
Barcelona. The DE
Ministry wants the
public and private
sectors to work
together to
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5G.REUTERS

Call for superhighway
move to 5G

to help

Upgrade needed for
Thailand 4.0 arrival

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA
SUCHIT LEESA-NGUANSUK

Thailand urgently needs developmentofa
digital information superhighway to sup-
port the transition in consumer lifestyles
in the upcoming 5G era, says a key official.

Having a digital information super-
highway can enhance the development
of the country’s digital ecosystem, leading
to effective implementation of Thailand
4.0, said Digital Economy and Society (DE)
Minister Pichet Durongkaveroj.

“Greater collaboration between the
state and the private sector is needed to
enable companies across all industries
to take advantage of the opportunities
presented by the proliferation of internet-
based activities,” Mr Pichet said yesterday
at a seminar held by Total Access Com-
munication (DTAC) entitled “Unlocking
5G Spectrum Towards Sustainable Thai-
land 4.0"

The 5G technology could provide data

rates up to 100 times faster than 4G, and is
expected to be commercially launched by
2020 in the global market. The technology
will create opportunities for new uses of
the Internet of Things (IoT), augmented

reality and virtual reality applications,
smart vehicles, remote healthcare,
and robotics.

Mr Pichet said the government wants
to see innovative ecosystems built into
the digital infrastructure in the future
to introduce value-based patterns into
the economy.

Auto components, tourism, medical,
trading and e-commerce are core com-
petencies for economic development,
he said.

DTAC chief executive Lars Norling said
the importance of having a clear roadmap
for mobile spectrum in place is essential
to help industries prepare to embrace the
5G era.

“Thailand is embracing the emer-
gence of 5G technology that is likely to
completely reshape the overall standard of
the county’s high-speed wireless broad-
band Internet and consumers’ everyday
life,” he said.

Without a clear spectrum roadmap, the
reality of the success development of a
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digital economy will not come to fruition,
Mr Norling said.

The GSM Association (GSMA), mean-
while, urged the Thai government to allo-
cate the 2600-megahertz spectrum for
mobile broadband purpose or 5G services
within 2017. The spectrum is now used by
MCOT Plc for broadcast service.

Emanuela Lecchi, head for public
policy for Asia-Pacific of the GSMA, said

a licence auction for the 2600MHz spec-
trum should take place within this year to
ensure a smooth transition into 5G.

Ms Lecchi cited figures from several
reports predicting that global mobile
data traffic will increase from 2.6 exabytes
per month in 2014 to 15.9EB per month
in 2018.

The number of cellular IoT connections
will reach 975 million in 2020, up from 142
million in 2012.

Ms Lecchisaid the Thairegulator needs
to develop a national roadmap for broad-
band spectrum for sustainable develop-
ment of the industry.

Areform of legal frameworks governing
data privacy and protection is also nec-
essary to accommodate the transition of
technologies, she said.

A study of the GSMA revealed that
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Thailand can increase mobile broadband
penetration to 133% by 2020 from 52% in
2013, which would lead to a cumulative
GDP increase of US$23 billion by 2020.

Prawit Leesathapornwongsa, a com-
missioner of the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commissioner,
said the imminent arrival of 5G technology
can be expected to reshape the economy
and society.

Not only the state and private sectors,
he said, but people also need to under-
stand and prepare themselves to ben-
efit from 5G technology, rather than just
streaming videos.
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The first Nation Roundtable titled “The Act
on the Organization to Assign RadioFrequency,
contributing factor to digital economy” on 21
invited concerned parties in drafting the bill on
the Organization to Assign Radio Frequency and
Regulate the Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Services 2010 (revise version) to discuss and raise
questions and several concerns especially how
to allocate national frequencies or “Spectrum
roadmap”. Others issues discussed included a
proposal to organize biddings before licences
expire the way developed countries practice.
What has happened in Thailand that resulted in
a lengthy rehabilitation controversy has become
a lesson.

The government announced Thailand 4.0
policy with a goal to capitalize on digitaltechnology
to drive the country's economy but in order to
implement this policy sorme laws and regulations
need to be altered and revamped in order to
materialize the policy and maximize benefits for
the country. This is why eight laws governing the
development of digital economy have to be
amended, one of which is the Act on the
Organization to Assign Radio Frequency which is
key legislation to drive the digital economy. The
special committee scrutinizing this particular
draft bill has already completed its scrutiny of
the billand is tabling it for the National Legislative
Assembly approval.

The hill on the Organization to Assign Radio
Frequency includes several interesting clauses
such as one which touches on restructuring of
selection process of the National Broadcasting

and Telecommunications Committee (NBTC) by
allowing the court and independent agencies to
select the NBTC committee members by nominating
bureaucrats who are heads of departments or
above or military or police officials holding Lt
General rank or above or executives of public
companies with registered capital of at least one
billion baht. The bill did away with the right of
the civil society in nominatingthe NBTC committee
members.

The bill also states that the NBTC writes
the Spectrum Roadmap that is in line with the
policies issued by the Ministry of Digital Economy
and Society. In the event questions arise over
whether the work by the NBTC complies with
the roadmap or not, the National Digital Economy
and Society Committee has the right to make
judgement. The NBTC may also include other
bidding criteria in allocating frequencies instead
of taking the highest amount of money into
consideration. The committee may consider
other qualifications base on their preferences or
in other words like a beauty contest. This has
sparked concerns about the independence of
the NBTC in the future.

Several parties therefore proposed the
reform of all telecom laws to ensure their
consistency and alsotransparency, clarity, and
fair competition in frequency allocation.

Dr. Prawit Leesatapornwongsa, a member
of the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC), said in amending the Bill on
Organisation to Assign Radio Frequency and
Regulate the Broadcasting and Telecommunications

“w.5.U. oJANsAnaAssnAUn1UTY GaulsiAseIfiafana”
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Services, it is necessary to set clear, transparent
and accountable regulations. He said if one
expected the law to drive the country’s digital
economy, this legal amendment must bolster
coordination between the NBTC and the Ministry
of Digital Economy and Society. Prawit said to
date, he had not seen any introduction of laws
that would regulate new technologies such as
Internet of Things (loT). He pointed out that new
entrepreneurs were clueless as to what licenses
or permits they needed to obtain when they
wanted to run loT services. He said these
enterprises had no idea which laws would directly
govern their operations.

According toPrawit, it was reported at the
Mobile World Congress in Spain’s Barcelona that
Thailand’s 900 MHz was auctioned off at the
world’s highest price. The information caused a
concern because if frequency bidding price went
up across the world, the world's telecom industry
would face problems.

Dr. Pansak Siriruchatapong, vice minister
for Digital Economy and Society, said the proposed
legal amendment aimed at pushing the country
forward. He said it was not possible to recall and
reallocate frequencies in the face of existing
laws. Some of these frequencies are now in the
hands of state agencies. According toPansak, if
the recall and the reallocation takes place,
affected frequency owners should be compensated
because they will have to pay for equipment
relocation even if they are reallocated a2 new
frequency. Pansak said the planned frequency
reallocation was designed to solve the shortage
of frequencies in Thailand. He added that the
NBTC would have the duty to think how to
compensate the affected operators.

Pansak said his ministry definitely would
push for the frequency-reallocation plan so as
to reduce Internet-service fees in the country.
He said many of Thailand’s frequencies were
left unused because of existing legal obstacles.
He said the Bill on Organisation to
Frequency and Regulate the Broadcasting and

ssien Radio

Telecommunications Services would help promote
the better use of frequencies, closer coordination,
greater transparency, and fair competition that
would also generate more income for the state,
which then will have more budget for government-
policy implementation. Pansak said it was his
ministry’s policy to push for the bill. He described
this proposed legal amendment as the result of
the review of the past and a move forward. He
said in sight was the goal to boost management
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efficiency and promote fair competition among
private telecom operators for the utmost benefits
of consumers.

Dr Raveepan Pitakchartwong, senior director
of legal affairs at Total Access Communication
(DTAC), said amendment to the Act on Organisation
to Assign Radio Frequency and Regulate the
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Services
should create clear rules and regulations that
ensure fair competition. The business operators
should be informed beforehand as to what is
goingto happen. There must be rules to encourage
competition and business, with supervision by
transparent organisations. In the past, Thailand
made use of only a small amount of frequencies.

The International Telecemmunication Unicn
(ITU) stipulates that countries shall make use of
1,340 to 1,960 MHz for mobile broadband.
However, Thailand has made use of only 320
MHz. In the future, auction for frequencies should
be held in advance, he said. Actual bidding should
be held, and not just a “beauty contest” selection.
Also, he said, members of the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC)
must have no conflict of interest.

The business operators from rival camps
may have to work together or allow joint usage
of their networks. This is similar to the installation
of underground cables that requires joint
investments between many business operators.
In certain countries, mobile-phone network
operators may be merged in order to maintain
an appropriate number of networks. The
government often aims to earn a lot of revenue
from the mebile-phone industry while expecting
to encourage competition among the operators
forthe benefit of consumers. Those are conflicting
objectives. Therefore, he called on authorities
to view the mabile-phone industry as infrastructure
for the digital economic system, and not the
direct revenue earner. So, the relevant fees and
taxes should be adjusted to better suit the
current condition of the industry.

Mr Worapoj Wongkitrungruang, a member
of the NBTC’s Policy Watch working croup,
commented that the draft for a new NBTC
legislation requires that the agency prepare a
master plan but empowers the Digital Economy
Committee to make decisions in case of conflicting
opinions. He said this was tantamount to ignoring
the independence of a regulating agency like
the NBTC. In this case, it is clear that state agencies
“own” frequencies and has benefited from the
allocations of frequencies. Returning that power
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to the relevant state agencies will lead to
problems. The NBTC will only become a unit of
the Ministry of Digital Economy. This is inappropriate
and it is a matter of conflict of interest.

In response to a clause in the proposed
new law that empowers the NBTC to compensate
the state agencies from which frequencies are
called back, Werapoj said that in fact the NBTC
has the legal authority and duty to seize back
frequencies from state and security agencies,
without having to pay compensation. He said
that paying compensation for frequencies that
belong to the public could be viewed as “price
of stupidity”. According to Worapoj, those
frequencies belong to the public, and not the
state and security agencies involved. Those
agencies are required by law to return the
frequencies. Compensation may be paid only in
cases where frequencies are seized from private
concessionaires who had paid for the right to
use the frequencies.

He also noted that a qualification for NBTC
members to be at least 45 years old would
benefit certain groups of people, including elderly
persons or military and police officers.

And as the NBTC is obliged by the hill to
select members of the inspection committee
that would scrutinise the NBTC in the future, so
that NBTC should play no part in selecting the
inspectors.

Warin Tulakupt, a senicr Office of Auditor
General of Thailand, said that NBTC had never
had a key policy on administrating telecom
frequencies, which resulted in long-term
management problems. Not planning an auction
of bandwidth in place in advance has resulted
in frequencies management of 900 and 1800
MHz not being completed in time, which later
led to compensation burdened by the NBTC.

The OAG, as an audit authority, needs to
intervene and give recommendations against
certain issues. It also is trying to push for long-
term policies on bandwidth management that
are practical for actual use.

Among the 8 bills that are undergoing
amendments for development of economy and
digital society for Thailand is this bill on the new
body on administering telecom frequencies that
are vital to driving the Digital Economy and
Thailand 4.0 Initiative. It remains to be seen
whether Thailand will be driven ahead successfully
underthe Digital Economy, or how various sectors
in Thailand, or the general public would benefit
from or be affected by the bill.
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