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DON’T BELIEVE THE HYPE

True Move proclaimsitself ‘ready and eager’ to

bid for 3G licences. B10

True ‘ready and eager’ to bid

Questions persist as 3G
licence auction nears

SRISAMORN PHOOSUPHANUSORN

Telecom executives are crossing their
fingers in hopes that the long-delayed
auction of third-generation wireless
licences, due to take place next month,
will finally come to fruition.

If successful, all three leading mobile
operators will have the opportunity to
escape the shackles of their current con-
cession contracts and move forward with
new investments to modernise the
country’s increasingly overloaded mobile
networks.

But considerable uncertainties remain,
including the prospect of court challenges
against the largest operators about
whether their shareholding structures
are in compliance with Thai law.

Market leader Advanced Info Service
(AIS) counts Singapore Telecom as its

largest single shareholder, while Total
Access Communication (DTAC) is con-
trolled by Norway’s Telenor.

Some suggest that True Move, the
third-largest mobile operator, may well
have an incentive to delay the 3G auction,
considering that the company in 2010
sealed a deal with its concession owner
CAT Telecom to operate a 3G network
using the 850-MHz frequency.

But True Move boss Suphachai
Chearavanont dismissed such allegations.

“Don’t try to make us a scapegoat,”
said Mr Suphachai, the chief executive
of True Move's parent, True Corporation.

“We're ‘the usual suspects’. The fact
is our own mobile concession is set to
expire within the next 12 months.”

Mr Suphachai stressed that as a private
operator, True has no authority to influ-
ence any 3G auction delay.

“We're now ready and eager to bid for
both 2.1-gigahertz and 1800-MHz licences
to operate 3G service and continue our
2G service after our concession expires,”
he said.
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True, through its three subsidiaries
True Move, Real Move and Real Future,
picked up application forms for the 3G
licensing auction last week.

AIS, through its three subsidiaries and
DTAC's two subsidiaries, has also taken
application forms.

Potential bidders must submit their
applications on Sept 28 and provide a
bank guarantee of 1.35 billion baht.

Chief financial officer Noppadol Dej-
Udom said that True will spend at least
10 billion baht to build the 3G network
on the 2.1-GHz frequency. The first phase
will mainly be in Bangkok and major
provinces.

The company’s existing 3G, under the
True Move H brand, will be especially
for customers in the provinces, he said.

True has 10 billion baht in cash on
hand.

Mr Suphachai said True’s financial
health has significantly improved. The
company has the ability to raise funds,
considering its current debt-to-EBITDA
ratio of 1:3, compared with 1:13 during

the 1997 financial crisis.

“Don’t underestimated us. We have
prepared enough money to pay for the
bid and support our 3G investment plan,”
said Mr Suphachai.

He said True is likely to settle a deal
with a strategic partner, potentially in
Asia or Europe, to assist in 3G technical
expertise and financial support.

“We will choose the partner who offers
us the highest share value. Tt must agree
with our convergence policy,” he said.

True would limit any foreign partner
to no more than 25% in the venture to
encourage flexible management.

Mr Suphachai also said True would
shift its focus to provide 3G service on
the 2.1-GHz system if its 3G network
contract with CAT continues to face big
hurdles.

He said the 2.1-GHz 3G will succeed
in polishing off the entire Thai telecom
story.

“If the 3G auction is aborted again
this time, Thailand will lose its credibility
worldwide,” he said.
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TRUE'S SUPHACHAI
SEES NO COLLUSION

NBTC’s revised terms and
conditions ‘avoid market duopoly’

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THENATION

rue Corp chief'executive offi-

cer Suphachai Chearavanont

believes there will be no col-
lusion among bidders in next
month's auction of 2.1-gigahertz
spectrum bands.

Under its official auction terms
and conditions, the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunica-
tions Commission will auction nine
spectrum slots, each containing 5
megahertzofbandwidth at a reserve
price of Bt4.5 billion apiece.

Each bidder can go for a maxi-
mum 15MHz of bandwidth, down
from the 20MHz as set out in the
first draft of the NBTC's terms and
conditions.

The terms and conditions have
drawn criticism from many quar-
ters thatthey appearto pave the way
for three potential bidders -
Advanced Info Service (AIS), Total
Access Communication (DTAC),
and True - to collude in order to
grab15MHz of bandwidth eachina
low-competition contest.

If this proved to be the case, the
final prices achieved at the auction
would at best be only a little higher
than the reserve price.

Suphachai said yesterday that if
the NBTC had maintained the
maximum bandwidth each eompa-
ny could bid for at 20MHz, this
would have paved the way for two
cash-rich bidders to grab a huge
20MHz each, resulting in a market
duopoly.

Besides avoiding such asituation
with the revised rules, he said the
changetoal5MHzbandwidth max-
imum per bidder might also attract
more than three potential bidders to
the auction. ,

He also refuted the perception
that True did not want to see the
auction take place because it could

| not afford to participate.

True hasa cash flowofabout Bt10
billion, while the ratio of its EBIT-
DA (earnings before interest, tax,
depreciation and amortisation) to
debt is 1:3, down from a peak of

1:13.5 during the Asian financial cri-
sis in 1997, the CEO said.

“Don’t look down upon us. We
have money. Our competitors might
bericherthan us, butitdoesn’t mean
wedon'thavethe moneytotake part
in the bidding,” he added.

True, which was founded by
Thailand’s largest agribusiness, the
Charoen Pokphand (CP) group, has
already had its subsidiary Real
Future pick up the information
memorandum for the upcoming
auction.

Supachaisaid True was prepared
to invest, as proved by its takeover
of the telecom businesses in
Thailand of Hong Kong’s Hutchison
Telecom in late 2010.

He maintained that True would
be in the most desperate situation
ofthe three main cellular rivalsifthe
2.1GHz spectrum auction could not
take place.

Because of the approaching end
of the concession term of its sub-
sidiary, TrueMove next September,
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fih Don’t look down
upon us. We have
money. Our
competitors might be
richer than us, but it
doesn’t mean we don't
have the money to take
part in the bidding.”

True group urgently needs to create
a new cellular business to which it
can migrate TrueMove customers.

He also said that if the auction
did not happen this time, Thailand
would lose credibility in the eyes of
foreign investors, and that most
Thais would feel badly let down
again.

The NBTC'’s predecessor, the
National Telecommunications

Commission, was about to launch
the 2.1GHz auction in September
2010 before the process was sus-
pended by aCentral Administrative
Court injunction.

The injunction had been
requested by CAT Telecom, after its
court challenge of the NTC’s spec-
trum-licensing authority.

“Idon’tthink thatthis time round
the auction will stumble again,”
Suphachai added.

IfTrue can win partofthe 2.1GHz
spectrum to provide third-genera-
tion cellular broadband service, it
will uge the TrueMove H brand to
run the operation. TrueMove H is
already in use for the company’s
existing 3G-850MHz service, which

Page: 1/2
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is provided under apartnership with
CAT.

True might seck a foreign strate-
gic partner for the new 3G opera-
tion, but this would become clear
after the 2.1GHz auction, he said.

If the company were to go down
such apath, it would allow the part-
ner to hold only 25 per cent of the
shares, he added.

Whichever company became
True’s strategic partner, it would
have to give importance to the
group’s convergence policy, which
focuses on offering customers com-
bined services from across the
group, said the chief executive.

In a related matter, Suphachai
said he believed True and CAT
would achieve asuccessful outcome
in the talks over jointly revising
the contracts to provide 3G-
850MHz service under their part-
nership in order to bring them into
compliance with the Frequency
Allocation Act.

The NBTC's telecom committee
issued an order on June 20 for CAT
to work with True in rewriting the
contracts.

This followed a ruling by its sub-
committee that CAT had to make
the contracts comply fully with
Article 46 (2) of the Act.

The panel’s investigation had
found that CAT appeared not to pos-
sess complete management control
overits 850 MHz spectrum used for
the partnership.

Article 46(2) prohibits NBTC
licence-holders such as CAT and
TOT from allowing third parties to
take control of their frequencies.
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