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FUZZY MATH

The DES Ministry is under fire after it sought
a B7.5bn budget for five-year maintenance of
village WiFi. B3

DES grilled over high WiFi scheme budget

B7.5bn for 5 years
of maintenance

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

The Digital Economy and Society (DES)
Ministry has come under heavy fire
after it sought a high budget of 7.5 bil-
lion baht for the five-year maintenance
of its WiFi hotspot project covering

24,700 remote villages, known as the
Net Pracharat scheme.

DES Ministry representatives were
invited by a House committee on com-
munications, telecommunications, and
digital economy and society to explain
its budget request on Feb 5.

A source at the event who requested
anonymity said the ministry’s manage-
ment effectiveness was questioned
because the 7.5-billion-baht budget
would mean the maintenance would
cost 5,000 baht per WiFi hotspot per

month, far higher than a broadband
internet package in the market.

“A promotional package provided by
telecom operators costs only 599 baht
per month per subscription for internet
broadband service,’ the source said.

The Net Pracharat project is the
government’s scheme to reduce the
digital divide for those in remote areas
under the country’s digital transforma-
tion roadmap.

The project was divided into two
phases. The first phase saw state
telecom TOT assigned by the DES
Ministry to install free WiFi hotspots
inover 24,700 villages with a 15-billion-
baht budget. The WiFi installation was
completed in December 2018.

The second phase covering a fur-
ther 15,732 villages was handled by the
National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC)
under its own budget for its Universal
Service Obligation (USQO) scheme.

Under this phase, free WiFi
hotspot installation in schools,
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health-promoting hospitals and public
places was completed last month. The
construction of community internet
centres for 15,732 villages is expected
to be completed by March.

Each centre must have 10 comput-
ers and staff educating people in inter-
net usage.

NBTC secretary-general Takorn Tan-
tasith said the agency earmarked 15 bil-
lion baht for work on the second phase.

“If it had been tasked to con-
struct only free WiFi hotspots, it may

have needed only 5 billion baht,” Mr
Takorn said.

Last year, the NBTC terminated
three contracts with TOT under the
USO project after the state telecom
failed to deliver the work one year after
the due date stipulated in the terms
of reference.

TOT has since been blacklisted by
the regulator from participating in
future NBTC projects.

TOT will have to talk with the NBTC
aboutits financial penalty for the delay.
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Headline: Telecom experts keeping an eye on CAT's alliance moves

The sign in front of CAT Tower, CAT Telecom’s headquarters. PANU

56 SIGNALS
CAT Telecom’s latest moves suggest telecom
operators are serious about the 5G bid.

MAS SANGUANWONG

Telecom experts keeping an
eye on CAT’s alliance moves

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

CAT Telecom'’s move to clinch a partner-
ship deal with Malaysian telecom infra-
structure firm Edotco Group Sdn Bhd
and SET-listed ALT Telecom to jointly
develop 5G infrastructure suggests tel-
ecom operators will get serious about
the 5G licence auction scheduled for
Feb 16, according to industry experts.
CAT is expected to bid for the
700MHz and 2600MHz ranges. The
National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC) will
officially announce the qualified bid-

ders and their spectrum bids on Feb 12.

“CAT is being watched by telecom
experts as to whether it will be a spoiler
or areal treat for the auction’s compe-
tition,” said an industry veteran who
requested anonymity.

The source said Edotco is a leading
telecom infrastructure service provider
intheregion, while ALT is a top telecom
equipment installation provider.

The NBTC plans to auction off four
spectrum ranges: 700MHz, 1800MHz,
2600MHz and 26GHz.

The Bangkok Post has learned that
the 700MHz and 2600MHz ranges will
be contested by Advanced Info Service

(AIS), True Move H Universal Commu-
nication (TUC) and CAT.

Pisut Ngamvijitvong, senior analyst
at Kasikorn Securities, said CAT's part-
nership with Edotco implies it will be a
serious bidder for the 2600MHz range,
which could spark intense competition.
The range is known to be the most cov-
eted spectrum for 5G adoption.

Reports recently emerged that Total
Access Communication (DTAC) parent
Telenor had resumed talks for business
integration with Edotco’s parent Axiata.
This could help explain why DTAC
reportedly opted out of the 2600MHz
licence auction, as the country’s third-
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CAT’s partnership with Edotco implies it will be
a serious bidder for the 2600MHz range.

PISUT NGAMVIJITVONG
Senior analyst, Kasikon Securities

largest mobile operator may seek a
roaming agreement on the range with
CAT in the future, Mr Pisut said.

He said an alliance between CAT,
Edotco and ALT implies that CAT may
want to become a 5G infrastructure
provider, rather than a service provider.

If CAT participates in the 2600MHz
range auction, the final bid price for
all 19 licences on the 2600MHz range
could reach 58 billion baht, he said.

CAT has 60 billion baht for invest-
ment, while operating mobile service
requires funds for spectrum acqui-
sition, network roll-out, marketing
and services.

Mr Pisut said AIS, which holds a slot
of 700MHz range, could be willing to
contest for licences on the 700MHz
range in the auction because its exist-
ing slot is adjacent to those available
for bid.
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