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COMMENTARY
Kong Rithdee

You can’t beat

Facebook; just
ask the kids

erched somewhere between

stupidity and malice, we threat-

ened to block Facebook. In

trying to do so, we announced

to the world that we believe in
censoring the global stream of infor-
mation, in stymying a new, collective
consciousness. Apparently, we failed.
Spectacularly. Not that it was the most
surprising thing on this earth.

China can do it because it’s big and
cold and powerful. North Korea can do
it because it's chosen to live in a parallel
universe. What is Thailand? Were we so
malicious or stupid, we should've done it
a long time ago. But we're neither. We're
indecisive, delusional, groping our way
to the future like a man on crutches who
thinks he is driving a Ferrari.

At 10am on Tuesday, 25 million people
in Thailand waited with bated breath to
see if their News Feed would be cut off, as
the National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC) had
threatened Facebook should they fail
to remove 131 pages deemed illegal.
When the clock ticked 10, woof!, nothing
happened. The NBTC also mentioned a
lawsuit should the Zuckerberg machine
not comply with our mighty demands
and violate Thai laws. Such chest-thump-
ing could only scare the faint-hearted,

and Facebook, which said it was ready to
cooperate when the authorities had all
the papers in order, isn’t one of them.

Even children know the NBTC won't
block Facebook. It's too late — the world
has moved on to the point that it can’t be
tumed back. If News Feed goes offline,
the victims aren’t just those trivial food
pictures or cat videos or private lamenta-
tions. It's the businesses that put their ads
on Facebook, multinational companies
that rely on online traffic, or those that
have released viral videos and conduct
their sales on the platform. Our trust-
worthiness will tank. In short, Facebook
cannot be defeated — not today, and not
by the NBTC or the military government
whose digital literacy is, to be honest,
tragic (just visit any state agency websites
and you'll get the picture).

The whole dud built up to an epic
anticlimax, and yetit's more than just
a case of to-block-or-not-to-block the
globe’s most influential news provider.
It's a display of our official state of mind:
Our leadership still believe in censorship
in a world where censorship is very, very
hard, if not impossible. It shows they
still believe in fixed borders, in definitive
frontiers of information, when the global
trafticking of images, texts, ideas and
news has reached near infinity. They hold
on to the illusion of control when we've
entered an age where anyone with a
smart phone can access the entire history
of human knowledge and memory.

What are we to think we can stop that?
In which century is the NBTC living in?

Should Facebook respect local laws?
Of course it should. But then again, it's
more complicated than that. And again
we're talking about frontiers, jurisdiction,
and clearly defined territory in an age
where all those terms grow fuzzier by the
day. No doubt Facebook is under pres-
sure. If they let us tell them what's pub-
lishable or not, other countries will make
the same demand. And as long as the
“violation” isn't something universally
defined, such as live murder or financial
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fraud, it will be hard to boss Mr Zucker-
berg around. By nature, Facebook is a
liberal-minded organism, and the strong
arm of conservative thinking we valiantly
practise has no place there. Really, I
thought the people behind “Thailand 4.0”
would be clever enough to know that.

So it became a petty spat in which
we came out humiliated. All the more
so because in this same week, another
Facebook-related story got a lot of shares
and column inches. We haven't forgotten
Jatupat “pai Dao Din” Boonpattararaksa,
who's still in jail for the crime of sharing
an article on Facebook — for clicking
that innocuous button that hundreds of
millions of people also click every day
without being punished. This week, Mr
Jatupat was awarded the 2017 Gwangju
Prize for Human Rights. But since he
wasn't allowed to leave jail, his parents
travelled to South Korea on his behalf.

Who would've thought that “playing
Facebook” — as the Thai usage goes
— could bring upon a man such lamenta-
ble consequences? Jail term, bail denied
and possibly a ruined future, plus many
years of Facebook-lessness. In totalitar-
ian states elsewhere, there are dissidents
jailed for airing their views — and yet we
have never read a case of someone crimi-
nalised for sharing an article that nearly
3,000 other people also shared.

Facebook is a beast, but if there's
something it should make a clear stance
for, this is it: a mission to advocate
accessibility, openness and responsible
reporting. Mr Jatupat is a casualty, per-
haps a martyr, in a long battle between
the past and the future. Which one will
we choose?

Kong Rithdee is Life editor, Bangkok Post.
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Bt20 bn drive to connect all villages

GOAL OF FULL BROADBAND REACH BY END OF
2018 SET BY GOVT, WITH JOBS SURGE TOUTED

JIRAPAN BOONNOON
THE NATION

THE DIGITAL ECONOMY and
Society (DE) Ministrysays more than
Bt20 billion is being spent to ensure
that every village in the country has
access to broadband Internet by the
end of next year. It also plans to see
500,000 jobs in the digital workforce
developed within five years.

DE Minister Pichet Durong-
kaveroj said the nationwide broad-
band network would provide down-
load speedsofatleast 30 megabits per
second and free Wi-Fito all 74,965 of
the country’s villages.

Thenetworkalready covers 43,533
villages.

Of the remaining number, TOT

will provide coverage to 24,700 by the
end ofthisyear. Theremaining 15,732
villages will be covered by
the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission,
which is expected to be implemented
by the end of next year.

Meanwhile, the DE Ministry plans
for businesses in remote areas to be
abletosell their products online. It will
provide an e-commerce platform and
ane-paymentsystem to communities
so that they can create and develop
online businesses.

The ministry says it will also pro-
vide an e-health system so that peo-
pleliving in remote communities can
access quality public healthcare.

The DE Ministry will also get
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behind the development of 500,000
digital jobs, for a full range of people
from students to experts and digital
professionals. It begin grooming stu-
dents for the digital workforce by
developing a master plan to set up
start-up clubs in secondary schools.

Pichetsaid Thailand had potential
to encourage more start-up business-
es in such areas as agriculture, food,
tourism and cultural services. The
country now has around 5,000 start-
ups, mostly in financial technology.
The ministry expects that by the end
ofthisyear, 5,000 morestart-ups will
be set up.

Loans to start-ups

The ministrywill alsoworktogeth-
erwithstate-owned financial institu-
tions including Government Savings
Bank, Krungthai Bank and SME
Development Bank to provide loans
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to support start-ups. Each bank hasa
budget to provide loans to start-ups
totalling Bt2 billion this year.

“We will help start-ups in terms of
public-private collaboration, such as
with Internet service providers, tele-
com operatorsand bank and financial
industries, so as to create a sustain-
able start-up ecosystem that benefits
the private sector, the public sector
and society,” Pichet said.

Hesaid the ministrywasalsointhe
process of setting up Digital Park
Thailand in Chon Buri province as a
national centre for digital innovation
and research. I'he parkis beingestab-
lished on a 700-rai (112-hectare) plot
heldbyCAT Telecomin Sri Rachadis-
trict.

Once complete, the park will have
three main components: an innova-
tion and digital centre, aresearch cen-
tre, and a facility centre.

The innovation and digital centre

will invite local and international
companies to develop hardware and
software. The research centre will
invite local and international firms to
developnewinnovationssuchasintel-
ligent closed-circuit TV, Internet of
Things and cloud computing.
Meanwhile, the facility centre will
provideresidential areas forThaisand

foreigners participating in the digital
park.

“I think Digital Park Thailand will
be at the forefront of digital innova-
tionthat connectstothe world and will
be a centre that transfers technology
innovated byinternational companies
and developers to local digital devel-
opers,” Pichet said.
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