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NBTC faces
huge hurdles

he case of Pirongrong Ramasoota, a com-

missioner of the National Broadcasting and

Telecommunications Commission (NBTC)

who faces a two-year jail term following a legal

dispute with True Digital Group, is snowball-
ing into what is being called the “Pirongrong Effect’.

Immediately after the court’s verdict, an outpouring
of moral support came from leading universities, mass
communication and journalism schools, and consumer
protection groups. The hashtag #SavePirongrong began
trending, while media outlets reported on her back-
ground. National artist Chamaiporn Saengkrajang even
composed a poem to offer her comfort.

On Thursday, the Central Criminal Court for Corrup-
tion and Misconduct Cases ruled that Ms Pirongrong
had acted with the intent to cause harm to the plaintiff,
constituting dereliction of duty under Section 157 of the
Criminal Code. The plaintiff, True Digital Group, oper-
ates the True ID app, a streaming platform classified
as an Over-the-Top (OTT) service, which does not fall
under the NBTC'’s jurisdiction.

The lawsuit itself stems from the NBTC's lack of legal
authority to regulate emerging digital media plat-
forms and ensure fair competition. In this context, Ms
Pirongrong had issued a warning about digital platform
operators inserting advertisements into free-to-air tel-

evision broadcasts. According to the court, the plaintiff
claimed that Ms Pirongrong had said, “I will knock
down the giant.”

Balanced information is essential for forming a fair
judgment, and Ms Pirongrong’s case highlights the
fierce internal conflicts within the NBTC. It is an open
secret that the seven commissioners are divided into
two opposing camps. This lack of unity raises serious
questions about whether the NBTC is truly capable of
regulating the telecom industry, protecting consumers,
and fostering fair competition.

Indeed, the NBTC’s performance has long been the
subject of scrutiny and doubt. One glaring example is
the controversial True-DTAC mega-merger, which drew
heavy criticism from both consumers and academic
experts. In October 2022, the NBTC board voted 3-2
to approve the deal, along with remedial measures to
supervise the merger. Consumer groups later attempted
— unsuccessfully — to have the court annul the deci-
sion. Notably, Ms Pirongrong was one of the two com-
missioners who voted against it, arguing that the merger
would undermine healthy competition and pave the
way for a monopoly.

Digital TV operators accused the NBTC of failing to
adapt to the rapid changes in the industry it is meant to
regulate. The draft law intended to oversee new stream-
ing platforms, such as YouTube, Netflix, and True ID,
has been stalled for over five years. As a result, these
digital content providers continue to operate outside
NBTC's jurisdiction. Had this OTT law been enacted,
this lawsuit might never have occurred.

Beyond media regulation, the NBTC has also faced
criticism for its sluggish response in implementing
safeguards against SIM card fraud. Scammers operating
call centres have exploited weak regulations on mobile
phone SIMs, leaving consumers vulnerable to fraud. The
NBTC faces a significant challenge in restoring public
trust and ensuring that its commissioners and staff can
work freely in the public interest.

It must act swiftly to compel telecom companies to
adopt advanced technologies that prevent scams and
fraud. Without such measures, Thailand’s ambitions
of becoming a hub for AT and the digital economy will
remain nothing more than a pipe dream.
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Leading uni questions NBTC case

Faculty supports
former lecturer

MONGKOL BANGPRAPA

A Chulalongkorn University faculty has
expressed its support for Pirongrong
Ramasoota, a National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) member, who was sentenced
to two years in prison on Thursday for
dereliction of duty following a com-
plaint from True Digital Group.

The Faculty of Communication Arts
hosted a seminar, “The Pirongrong
Effect’, yesterday where it voiced its
support for Prof Emeritus Pirongrong,
who is a former faculty lecturer.

Associate Prof Preeda Akarachan-
tachote, dean of the faculty, said that
as an educational institution in com-
munication arts, it could not remain
indifferent to the sentencing.

“Academics, professionals, and
many citizens have been fighting for
media reform in Thailand for a long
time,” he said.

“Society expects the NBTC to be
independent of both state and capi-
tal power when performing its duty of
regulating the media through profes-
sional ethics, by being responsible to
society, and by protecting the rights
and freedoms of consumers,” he said.

The seminar was held after the
Central Criminal Court for Corruption
and Misconduct Cases ruled that Prof

Emeritus Pirongrong had shown an
intent to cause damage to True Digital
Group that amounted to dereliction of
dutyunder Section 157 of the Criminal
Code. The two-year jail term came with
no suspension.

Prof Emeritus Pirongrong main-
tained that she was simply doing
her duty by issuing a warning about
digital platform operators inserting
commercials into free-to-air televi-
sion broadcasts.

Associate Prof Preeda said the result
of the legal case may cause society to
question the independence of the
NBTC. He said it also may affect how
media operators, media professionals,
and consumers view the work of the
NBTC in the future.

He said his faculty supports Prof

Emeritus Pirongrong’s performance
of her NBTC duties.

He said she performed those duties
honestly, adhered to principles, and
protected the public’s interests.

The dispute started in 2023 when
the NBTC received complaints from
people that TruelD was carrying adver-
tisements on digital TV channels on
its platform.

Prof Emeritus Pirongrong, who
chaired the regulator’s broadcasting
subcommittee, ordered the acting
NBTC deputy secretary-general to
notify 127 radio and TV broadcast
licence holders that True Digital was
not permitted to operate the over-the-
top (OTT) service. The notification also
reminded them of the must-carry prin-
ciple thatrequires all platforms to carry

free-to-air channels with no advertis-
ing disruptions.

In March 2024, True filed a com-
plaint against the NBTC and Prof Emer-
itus Pirongrong, claiming the warning
had harmed its reputation and partner-
ships with TV channel providers.

Yesterday’s seminar also included a
former NBTC commissioner, a journal-
ist and a legal expert as speakers who
urged the government to revise and
update laws concerning NBTC.

They also called for accelerating a
national master plan to regulate inter-
net-based television or OTT media
service before the licensed televi-
sion industry collapses.

Related story: Page B1
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Regulator refuses to touch streaming

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

he National Broadcasting and

Telecommunications Commis-
sion (NBTC) has noauthority to super-
vise streaming operations of over-the-
top (OTT) platforms based on existing
regulations, says NBTC chairman Dr
Sarana Boonbaichaiyapruck.

He said broadcasting content on
OTT platforms is not within the scope
of broadcasting services defined by
the NBTC law.

Dr Sarana said the government
musthave clear definitionsifit wants
to regulate OTT platform operators
more stringently. This involves issu-
ing additional laws or giving the NBTC
more direct power, he said.

OTTisa method of delivering con-
tent over the internet, rather than via
traditional broadcast TV or satellite

channels.

“I think supervision of OTT plat-
forms should be done carefully as
that business landscape is vast and
involves many sectors, including
international politics, businesses and
citizens. Many platforms have content
produced by users, and these plat-
forms are important marketing chan-
nels for businesses,’ said Dr Sarana.

He said supervision of the OTT
platform should involve good govern-
ance and cooperation among regula-
tors of regional countries to address
potential negative factors.

Several laws and regulations apply
to content aired via traditional broad-
casting platforms such as terrestrial
digital TV, as well as the internet and
OTT, said Dr Sarana.

These laws and regulations include
the Computer Crime Act, the Criminal
Act, the Personal Data Protection Act,

the Consumer Protection Law and the
NBTC's regulations governing content
in the consumers’ interest.

DPS LAW

The Electronic Transactions Devel-
opment Agency is the sole agency
under the Digital Economy and
Society Ministry that regulates digi-
tal service businesses, including dig-
ital platforms and digital ID service
providers under the Digital Platform
Services (DPS) law.

The DPS law requires digital plat-
form services to report their business
information and verify their identities
before providing services.

Dr Sarana said broadcast content
as defined by the NBTC law differs
from content aired on OTT platforms.
Broadcasting content on conven-
tional channels is meant to reach the
public, according to current laws.
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In contrast, watching content
on OTT streaming systems is done
on an on-demand basis, requiring
viewers to download and pay for an
internet connection or special pack-
ages. This can be called broadcast-
ing according to personal needs,
he said.

DRAFT FRAMEWORK
AnNBTC source who requested ano-
nymity said the regulator’s working
committee, led by commissioner
Pirongrong Ramasoota, began draft-
ing a regulatory framework last year
to govern the OTT platform, espe-
cially for video-on-demand and vid-
eo-sharing businesses.

The draft is expected to be finalised
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soon and submitted to the NBTC
board meeting.

Under the draft framework, the
source said if OTT platform provid-
ers inform the NBTC of their pres-
ence in the country, they will receive
apermit to operate the service instead
ofalicence.

The committee’s framework plans
to govern both domestic and interna-
tional OTT platform providers on the
basis of equality and fairness with its
broadcasting scheme. Foreign share-
holding will be limited to a maximum
of 25%, said the source.

Some clauses of the Computer
Crime Act and NBTC Act may have
to be amended to help govern OTT
services, said the source.
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