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NLA must show itis
ree from meddlir

he decision of the National Legislative Assembly (NLA) on Thursday to reject
the final list of 14 proposed candidates put forward as prospective National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) board members
has raised several questions.

This is not the first time the NLA, as an ad hoc lawmaker in parliament,
has voted against lists of candidates proposed for independent organisations.

On the same day it rejected the NBTC candidates, the NLA also turned down
a list containing one candidate proposed for the role of national Ombudsman.

Earlier in February, the coup-installed assembly shot down a list of seven
candidates proposed for selection as new Election Commission members. As
with the rejection of the NBTC list, it claimed the EC candidates were unqualified
for the job.

Such justification was made despite the fact that those candidates were recruited
by selection committees which mainly consist of legal experts and senior judges.

For the selection of the NBTC's new commissioners, the committee is chaired
by a senior Supreme Administrative Court judge. Other members of the panel are
the Ombudsman, a senior Supreme Court judge, a commissioner of the National
Anti-Corruption Commission, a commissioner of the State Audit Commission,
the Bank of Thailand governor and the vice president of the Supreme Adminis-
trative Court.

This high-profile selection committee scrutinised 86 applicants for the NBTC job
and selected 14 to propose to the NLAwho was supposed to pick seven candidates
from the list. The NLA claimed that that eight of the candidates were unqualified
which therefore left it unable to produce a shortlist of seven.

If the claim is true, it is tantamount to the NLA blaming the highly-credentialled
experts in the selection committee for their carelessness in proposinga list in which
more than half of the candidates were “unqualified”.

But an audio clip that leaked to the media following the NLA’s vote may tell
another side of the story. The fileis alleged to be a recording of a conversation among
some members of the NLA whip.

The dialogue claimed that Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha was unhappy with
the list as several candidates are from the old clique in the NBTC and some of them
have connections with political camps.

The audio clip claimed that Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-o-cha was unhappy with the list as several
candidates have connections with political camps.

Although Gen Prayut denied the allegation, insisting he had never intervened
in the NLA’s deliberation, the issue has inevitably raised scepticism as to whether
the NLA's decision was politically motivated.

Itwould be unacceptable if the NLA decided to reject the entire list of candidates
based on a political order. The NBTCis one of the mostimportant organisations. As
the telecoms and broadcasting regulator, it oversees matters concerning national
interests worth hundreds of billions of baht. The agency has to balance the interests
of the private sector, consumers and the state in a fair manner.

It is an organisation that needs to demonstrate high integrity and maintain the
public’s trust. There are several serious tasks waiting ahead for its new commissioners.

The NBTC is to consider draft terms of reference for the 1800- and 850-megahertz
auctions as the concession of that spectrum range, now operated by Total Access
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Communication (DTAC), will expire on Sept 15.

The new NBTC board will also have to make an all-out effort to convince Advance
Info Services and True Corp to participate in the auctions. The two companies
asked the government to invoke Section 44 to extend the terms of their licence
payments for the 900MHz licences, but they have so far only received a luke-
warm response.

The new board members of the NBTC must not only bring expertise to their
roles, but they must also have impeccable ethical standards.

Asaresult, it'sright that the candidates for the new board have to be highly scru-
tinised by both the selection committee and the NLA.

But the process must be ethical and transparent to ensure that the new NBTC
board members will not come into office under the patronage of any interest groups,
whether it is the old clique or the current regime.

The NLA may have deeper information on the candidates than that of the selec-
tion committee. The NLA should clearly explain its reasons behind the decision to
reject the list. For the sake of transparency and fairness for all candidates and the
selection committee, the assembly should disclose the names of the eight persons
it considered unqualified and its rationale for tuming down the list.

If the government insists it did not interfere in the NLA’s vote, then ithas tolocate
the person whose voice in the audio file claimed the prime minister was unhappy
with the list and punish him for making a false statement. Otherwise, the public
will not be convinced that the government had no hand in it.
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CLIP CUT"FROM SEVERAL CONVERSATIONS

NLA whip
says leaked
audio is fake

AEKARACH SATTABURUTH

»» The National Legislative Assembly
(NLA)'s whip has insisted the leaked audio
clip indicating the prime minister was not
happy with the list of telecom regulator
candidates was doctored.

Critics have jumped on the clip as evi-
dence of the NCPO seeking to influence
the NLA's decision to shoot down the list
of candidates.

“I insist the conversation [in the clip]
definitely did not come from any whip
meetings,” said Somchai Swangkarn, sec-
retary of the NLA whips, yesterday.

He said he was present atall of the meet-
ings and there had been no such discus-
sion. It was also unlikely to have come from
the NLA's screening committee either since
he had attended those meetings as well.

“I'm confident that the clip was doctored
by using the voices of people from several
meetings,” he said.

Mr Somchai, however, said he couldn’t
confirm whether the voice was that of an
NLA member.

Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha on
Friday denied that he had senta message to
the NLA expressing his dissatisfaction over
the composition of the list of candidates for
the board of the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC)
as suggested by the leaked audio.

Democrat Party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva
yesterday called on the NLA to explain its
reasons for the unusual decision clearly to
the public.

Mr Abhisit said he was surprised to learn
that the NLA had not discussed the matter
with the committee tasked with screen-
ing the candidates ahead of its decision to
shootdown the list.

“Both sides now owe the public a clear
explanation regarding the problems sur-
rounding the selection of the new NBTC
board,” he said.

This is not the first instance of such
behaviour, with the NLA having already
been criticised for voting to reject all seven
candidates chosen to be election commis-
sioners on Feb 22, he added.

The NLA claimed earlier that the rejec-
tion came after atleast eight of the 14 final
candidates were deemed to be ineligible.

Still, Mr Somchai said the NLA could
not totally blame the screening commit-
tee which proposed the list for the mistake
because the committee had apparently
tried its best to remove a number of ineli-
gible candidates before it produced its
14-person shortlist.

To be fair, he said, the committee was
given only 30 days to scrutinise the candi-
dates’ qualifications.

Once the NLA whips became aware of
the eight ineligible candidates picked by
the screening committee, they realised it
would be unlawful for the NLA panel to
proceed and pick less than the stipulated
seven candidates for the NBTC's seven
board members, Mr Somchai said.

The eight candidates are ineligible
because they used to either hold shares
in, serve as executives of, or be employed
atabroadcast or telecommunication busi-
ness one year prior to the selection process,
he said.

That is what led to the NLA's resolu-
tion, reached last Thursday, to refrain
from voting to select the seven NBTC board
members, he said.

As for who actually released the con-
troversial audio clip, Mr Somchai said he
was confident the clip wasn’t intention-
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ally released by anyone affiliated with the
NLA, as speculated, to demonstrate their
disagreement with the decision, which was
reached by means of a vote.

NLA president Pornpetch Wichitchol-
chai, meanwhile, said he will tomorrow sign
an order to form a fact-finding committee to
investigate the emergence of the audio clip.

The committee will attempt to find out
both whether the clip is authentic and who,
or which organisation, is behind its release,
Mr Pornpetch said.

It will also probe a media report con-
cerning the NLA's separate vote to reject
the Ombudsman candidate. The report
said the selection committee chaired by the
Supreme Court president was not careful
enough in its task to screen the candidate,
resulting in the rejection.

The probe should take about 30 days to
complete, he said.

Either the NLA or the media risk being
found guilty of violating both their ethical
code and laws such as the Computer Crime
Act, he said.

This committee will be tasked with find-
ing out the truth and if the truth points to
anyone suspected to have committed a
misconduct or a crime, another committee
will be setup to considerwhat type of action
should be pursued, Mr Pompetch said.

NLA vice-president Surachai Liang-
boonlertchai also insisted the audio file
was not recorded at a whips’ meeting as
he had been present at all meetings and the
conversation was not part of proceedings.

Editorial, Page 10 >>
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THEBIBISSUE:

By Alan Dawson

»» You'd think that just about the worst
thing that could happen in today’s
charged smartphone-intemet intersec-
tion is the theft of many thousands of the
most important identification documents
and personal details of mobile phone
owners. But you'd be wrong.

The revelation that 11,400 TrueMove
H customers lost scanned copies of ID
cards and/or passports and residency
(tabien ban) papers was actually destined
to happen.

The loss of privacy by those smart-
phone customers wentmuch deeper. The
True Move subsidiary of the international
Chicken People (CP aka Charoen Pok-
phand) conglomerate also handed over
their customers’ even more precious pri-
vacy — details of their fingerprints and
eyes. You know, those handy personal ID
traits that supposedly are far better than
passwords for security.

We are not going to dwell on the fact
that, yes, we told you this several times
before. This loss of personal data and pri-
vate body details was the result of a huge
security mess-up that still isn't fixed.

It is almost certain that True Move
put the customer details in an extremely
unsafe place, open to any internet user
who happened to pass by. Informed of

DATA SECURITY A
FOREIGN CONCEPT

wD ILLUSTRATIONS: 123RF; ART: KANOKTHIP KHUNTEERAPRASERT

its security error (“there is no security at
all,” it was told), True Move did nothing
to fix it. It also did not notify the 46,000
customers it failed, and continued to bill
them without apology.

Onlywhen a foreign security researcher
gave up waiting for True Move to do the
right thing and close off the public access
did the mobile firm act. It denied its obvi-
ous and egregious error and risibly threat-
ened to get legal advice about suing the
Norway-based British security expert Niall
Merrigan, who uncovered their acts.

Sadly, all of this, as said, was preor-
dained starting in 2016. That's when the
always interesting National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) issued orders to every mobile
phone company to supply identity thieves
with every detail of every mobile phone
user in the country.

Of course, that's not what the series of
orders said, only what they meant. They
said that phone service suppliers must
collect official documents plus detailed
biometrics — fingerprints and retina
scans — from every SIM owner.

Here’s the fun part. The NBTC also
pushed online services, especially
banking services, because using finger-
prints as logins and passwords would
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be convenient.

No lie. But as was pointed out several
times on this page, there’s ahuge, inherent
problem. In a nutshell: If you use a pass-
word and a crook gets it, you can change
the password, but if you use a fingerprint
and a crook gets it, you can't change
the fingerprint.

Once you give the fingerprint to a com-
mercial firm or a governmentagency such
as the NBTC, it's no longer secure. And
that’s the tip of this dangerous iceberg.

There is no law in Thailand that
requires the people who take your most
personal, personal documents and your
most personal biometric information to
keep it all confidential.

All of the big mobile phone companies
have regulations and policies designed to
make you confident that the data is safe.
In truth, it’s like the airport — security
theatre, not security.

Be careful before you finger True
Move or AIS, which had a smaller but
even worse data breach last year (a com-
pany executive stole customer identities).
Your phone provider is doing all this at
the direct order of the NBTC. You have
no specific recourse if your mobile com-
pany leaks your personal information,
but the NBTC definitely has the power to
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hurt those phone providers if they don’t
collect the data.

The NBTC, famous worldwide for a
lethargic 3G auction, an inept 4G auc-
tion and a disastrous digital TV licence
auction, did it again last week. The cur-
rent, lame-duck board of directors was
charged with picking 14 men and women
with extremely specific qualifications to
serve on anew board. The eligibility rules
were listed in an extremely specitic set of
regulations in language — this is true —
comprehensible to an average ninth-year
high school student.

And they blew it worse than Hillary
Clinton blew the US election.

Eight, let’s repeat that, eight of the 14
names forwarded to the National Legis-
lative Assembly are unqualified to serve.
This is an administrative crisis where the
already expired NBTC board may get
special authority (thanks to Section 44)
to continue acting.

Maybe the junta-appointed NLA
should have tasked a Grade 9 class to
handle it.

On the other hand, incompetence or
conspiracy, there’s a bright side for the
general prime minister. He gets to keep
his most reliable broadcast censors for
the election campaign.
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