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TELECOMS

‘Big three’
told to slash
fees ahead of
3G services

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA
MONGKOL BANGPRAPA

The three 3G bid winners must slash
charges for voice and data services by
15-20% before they can start providing
3Gservices, the broadcasting and telecom
regulator said yesterday.

The National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC)
announced the “statement of inten-
tion” to help calm public concerns
that the auction held last week for the
3G spectrum unfairly rewarded private
operators at the expense of consumers
and the state.

NBTC chairman Thares Punsri said
the regulator would put strict measures
in place to protect the public interest
before the spectrum is allocated.

The broadcast and telecom regulator
said savings for consumers resulting from
the 20% cut would amount to 73.1 billion
a year or more than 1 trillion baht over
the 15-year life of the licences.

The NBTC bases its calculation on
the current charge for post-paid 3G ser-
vices of 899 baht a month.

ACM Thares, joined by the regulator’s
telecoms committee headed by Set-
tapong Malisuwan, said the bid winners
must comply with the new pricing rule
on 3G services plus enact measures to
ensure service quality and consumer
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protection plans before they can launch
their services.

NBTC secretary-general Thakorn
Tantasit said lower operating costs and
increased competition resulting from
the introduction of 3G would make the
service fee cuts possible.

According to the regulator, if the charge
is reduced by 15%, the savings for users
would amount to 54.8 billion baht a
year, or 822.8 billion baht over the 15-year
licence period.

Mr Thakorn said the NBTC could grant
the 3G licences within 90 days of the
auction result being endorsed. The com-
mission will clarify any questions before
giving licences to operators, he said.

Acknowledging public concerns that
its Oct 16 auction generated lower-than-
expected returns and that the bidding
structure could lend itself to suspicions
of collusion, the watchdog said it would
set up a sub-committee to look into the
bidders’ actions before granting licences.

NBTC commissioner Suthipol Tawee-
chaikarn said the investigation should
take no more than 15 days. The results
will be submitted to the NBTC's telecom
committee.

Last Tuesday, the NBTC auctioned
off nine 15-year licences for 41.6 billion
baht, only 1.125 billion baht or 2.78%
above the reserve price.

The auction winners were the big three
telecoms players: AIS, which has more
than 34.8 million subscribers, Dtac, which
has over 23.9 million, and TrueMove,
which has about 17 million.

AIS’s subsidiary Digital Phone Co
(DPC) has about 80,000 subscribers.

Meanwhile, the Central Administrative
Court rejected the last remaining petition
against the auction vesterday.

The petition was filed by Green Politics
group leader Suriyasai Katasila and five
associates.

Editorial: Page 8
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Bangkok Post

THE NEWSPAPER YOU CAN TRUST

3G auction

Nnot

all bad

tisas simple as shooting ducks in a barrel to
criticise last week’s auction oflicences to operate
the 3G mobile phone service. Butitisalso too
easy to forget that the auction results have two
highly positive outcomes.

Thailand is finally on the cusp of actually getting a
legitimate, national 3G network up and running, ata
price consumers can afford to use. The systemic problems
revealed in last week’s uncompetitive spectrum sale
deserve strong attention. The results of the auction,
however, should stand.

Critics are having something of a field day while
railing against the auction. And there is no denying
that the spectrum sale was one of the most poorly
conducted such sales, ever. There was actually no com-
petition to speak of. Three licences were up for grabs,
and three bidders were approved. The auction price
received was just over 2% more than the reserve price.

Indeed, as several leading critics have noted, the
auction had a bad smell. Even if justice was actually
done last week, itwas not seen to be done. Somkiat
Tangkitvanich, head of the Thailand Development

Research Institute

For all its admitted (LD, saud itappenred

faults, itis

“fake”. Supa Piyajitti,
deputy permanent sec-
retary for finance, has

advantageo us. been just as scathing,
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and more direct. She
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has demanded a new auction, “with more transparency”.

These critics and others seem to beright. The National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) organised and ran what commissioners called
an auction — butwhich was more like a sale. There
were 17 applicants entering the auction. But only the
three top mobile phone companies — AIS, Dtac and
True Move —were deemed eligible to bid. How con-
venient that there were the same number oflicences
available.

The NBTCis the second attempt at a telecoms regu-
lator, and it provides little confidence to the public. Its
existence is thanks to the 1997 people’s constitution,
which ruled that the government and military were
illegally ruling the nation’s airwaves. The NBTC's pre-
decessor, the National Telecommunications Commission
(NTC) tried to organise a 3G auction that was laughed
out of court and out of existence.

The new NBTC drew criticism from the start, because
its 11 members are mostly from the industry. Con-
sumers and voters seem poorly represented. The
auction, to many of those critics, confirmed its bias
with a “sweetheart” deal for the mobile companies,
where a more competitive auction could have raised
more for the state.

In thelongrun, however, the auction may turn out
to be agood thing. As expert analysts have shown, the
licence prices were fair by international standards.
That doesn’tabsolve the NBTC from its extensive short-
comings, and a poorly run auction.

Butitshould allow the 3G process, years late by
those same international standards, to finally proceed.

Itis in the national interest that the auction be
accepted. For all its admitted faults, it is advantageous.

Unless critics prevail and 3G is again stopped by the
courts, Thai consumers will have a decent 3G system.
The mobile networks, given their huge advantage at
the auction, have no reason to try to gouge citizens for
phone usage. And it would be a good opportunity to
examine the NBTC and give it the reform which it so
obviously needs.
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