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S0 CLOSE YOU CAN TASTE IT

The government expects 5G technology to drive its vision of the country, but massive investment and preparation
are needed if Thailand is going to harness the full potential, vendors say. By Komsan Tortermvasana

hailand finally marked the end of
mobile concessions, as the last one
held by Total Access Communication
(DTAC) under CAT Telecom on the
850- and 1800MHz bands expired in
September.

The concession era draws to a

close in 2019 with the auction of the remaining 35MHz
of bandwidth on the 1800MHz range scheduled
for the first quarter, followed by bids for some
other ranges such as 2600MHz, now held by state
broadcaster MCOT.

The move also paves the way for the auction
of new spectrum ranges serving fifth-generation
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5G) wireless broadband adoption, which is set to
commercially launch globally by 2020.

5G was made a critical national agenda item the
government needs to prepare spectrum allocation
for, as it and the adoption of Internet of Things
(IoT) technology are fundamental to achieving
the administration’s Digital Thailand vision. The
government is urging investment to capitalise on
the full potential of 5G when it is available in 2020.

Several global vendors believe that the first 5G
uses in Thailand will enhance mobile broadband and
fixed wireless access, with massive IoT adoption in the
automotive, manufacturing, utilities and healthcare
sectors by 2022.

5G technology can provide data rates of up to 100
times faster than current 4G, and it should create
opportunities for new use cases for IoT, augmented
reality (AR) and virtual reality applications, smart
vehicles, remote healthcare, and robotics.

According to the Global Mobile Suppliers
Association report “5G Update: Global Market Trials’,
134 operators have been involved in or are planning
5G testing in 62 countries, with 40% of the trials in the
range of 1-6GHz and 60% above 6GHz.

Several countries already allocated spectrum
ranges for 5G adoption, including Australia and South
Korea. Some plan to auction 5G spectrum from 2018.

A recent Ericsson Mobility Report found that 5G
data-only devices were expected to hit the market
from the second half of 2018.

The first commercial smartphones supporting 5G
in the mid-bands, or 3.5GHz, are expected in early
2019, while support for very high spectrum bands is
expected in early to mid-2019.

North America is expected to lead the 5G uptake,
with all major US operators planning to roll out 5G
between late 2018 and mid-2019.

Globally, major 5G deployments are expected
from 2020. Ericsson forecasts more than 1 billion
5G subscriptions for enhanced mobile broadband
by the end of 2023, accounting for 12% of all mobile
subscriptions.

By the end of 2023, close to 50% of all mobile
subscriptions in North America are forecast to be
5G, followed by Northeast Asia at 34% and Western
Europe at 21%, Ericsson said.

Mobile data traffic is estimated to surge by eight
times during the forecast period to reach close to 107
exabytes per month — a figure that is equal to every
mobile subscriber worldwide streaming full HD video
for 10 hours.

The report also said more than 20% of mobile

data traffic worldwide is expected to be carried by
5G networks by 2023. This is 1.5 times more than the
total 4G/3G/2G traffic today.

More investment needed
Some 156 countries have released national ICT de-
velopment master plans, including Singapore Smart
Nation, China Internet Plus, Connected Argentina,
Colombia Live Digital and Nigeria’s national broad-
band strategy.

5G adoption is a critical item for many developed
countries. Britain is set to spend more than £1 billion
to develop next-generation digital infrastructure,
including full-fibre and 5G networks, according to
UK Digital Strategy 2017.
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The German government is set to provide
broadband speed reaching 50Mbps for all households
by 2018, with all industrial campuses to be covered
by fibre broadband by 2019. The country wants to be
fully ready for 5G deployment by 2020.

For Thailand, global vendors urge infrastructure
investment from telecoms to become a first mover
for 5G adoption because this can help the local firms
gain several competitive advantages, including the
offloading of the existing 4G network, moving data-
heavy users to 5G, capturing lucrative use cases
and business models, and strengthening their
leadership brands.

Ericsson Thailand forecasts 5G to be rolled out in
Thailand during 2020-22, offering significant business
potential for Thai operators to add revenue of up to
US$2.6 billion, or 22% of incremental revenue, to
forecast service revenue by 2026.

The largest opportunity for operator-
addressable 5G-related revenue will be in sectors
like manufacturing, energy, utilities and public safety,
Ericsson said.

Broken down into 5G addressable revenue per
cluster in Thailand by 2026, real-time automation
would add $400 million, the same as the enhanced
video service sector, followed by monitoring and
tracking, which would benefit by $300 million, the
same figure as the connected vehicle industry, the
report said.

The hazard and maintenance sensing sectors, as
well as smart surveillance and autonomous robotics,
each would be expected to benefit by $200 million
from 5G adoption by 2026.

Finally, the remote operations and AR sectors each
would add $100 million by 2026 via 5G, according to
the Ericsson Mobility Report of June 2018.

Huawei Technologies also urges more investment
in digital infrastructure and cross-industry
collaboration in Thailand to ensure successful
adoption of 5G.

Huawei said adoption of 5G requires more
investment in key technologies such as optical
networks and the cloud. A favourable regulatory
environment is essential to encourage investment
and foster innovation. Digital talent is the key to the
digitalisation of companies and Thais reaping the
benefits, Huawei said.

The Communication C-band, the first frequency
band allocated for commercial telecommunications
via satellites, is the main layer for 5G adoption.

Millimetre wave bands, also known as extremely

high frequency or very high frequency by the
International Telecommunications Union (ITU), have
also been allocated for 5G.

Beauty contest option

Takorn Tantasith, secretary-general of the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commis-
sion (NBTC), said the regulator wants to see new
players in the telecom industry beyond the big three
operators.

The auction of spectrum licences for 5G should not
have steep reserve prices in order to avoid a financial
burden for operators, he said.

The NBTC has considered auctioning low bands
such as 700- and 2600MHz and stipulating that the
winners would also be given high-band slots such as
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3500-3800MHz and 23-28GHz.

Another option is a “beauty contest’, whereby the
details of bidders’ proposals for public benefit are
mulled, apart from a general auction.

For the 3400-3800MHz range now partly used by
satellite provider Thaicom, the NBTC is considering
a recall of a combined 360MHz of bandwidth. The
regulator is also thinking about a recall of the 23-
28GHz range, spectrum partly used by Thaicom.

The 700MHz spectrum for digital TV will be
switched off in 2020, to be used for telecom service
in line with the standards of the ITU and the World
Radiocommunication Conferences, which in 2015
officially endorsed Thailand’s position to auction the
700MHz band for mobile communications.

Test bases approved

The government is working to establish 5G test bases
at the Digital Park in Chon Buri to initiate 5G ecosys-
tem development. The test base project was recently
approved by the National Digital Economy and Soci-
ety Commiittee.

The 5G test bases would be jointly operated by
a panel working on 5G preparation, comprising the
Digital Economy and Society Ministry, the NBTC and
the private sector.

The NBTC was also assigned to consider
the spectrum ranges most appropriate for 5G
development, especially the 3.3GHz and 4.2GHz,
and 24GHz and 29GHz ranges, in compliance with
ITU standards.

Critical concerns
Two issues that may determine 5G adoption are the
financial burden for operators and the authority of
the telecom regulator, which now works as an acting
board.

5G adoption needs direct investment from
telecom operators to install related infrastrueture,
devicesand ecosystem development, as well as proper
spectrum ranges for providing service to market. But
if operators hesitate to invest or adopt downstream
tech innovations because they are concerned about
return of investment capital, 5G adoption may falter.

The existing NBTC board is working in an acting
capacity because its six-year term expired in October
2017. The timeline for a 5G spectrum auction and
allocation is likely to miss its target if the acting NBTC
is removed, or because of a government shake-up
following the general election.
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