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THE NEwWSPAPER You CAN TRUST

End the free
football habit

he Anutin government’s determination to

secure free-to-air broadcasts of the 2026 World

Cup at any cost is hard to justify.

At a time when ministers speak of economic

hardship, weak consumption and the need for
massive borrowing of 400 billion baht to revive growth,
spending 1.3 billion baht on football broadcasts shows
the government does not know what the priority is.

Even more disturbing is the rationale the prime
minister puts forth. Asked whether Thais would be able
to watch the 2026 World Cup, Prime Minister Anutin
Charnvirakul said every previous government had
ensured free World Cup broadcasts for the public, and
his administration would not break this tradition.

That response may resonate politically. But it reflects
precisely the kind of thinking Thailand needs to move
beyond. Governments should not commit public
resources because previous administrations did so.
Fiscal decisions should be guided by financial capacity
and necessity.

Football is immensely popular in Thailand and
around the world. But popularity alone does not grant
a claim on public spending. The World Cup is not the
Olympics or the Asian Games, where Thai athletes com-
pete under the national flag. Nor is there any remaining
legal requirement under the old “must-have” broad-
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casting rules compelling the state to ensure universal
free access.

It is entertainment, pure and simple. Like any
entertainment — and like other sports broadcasts —
consumers must pay to be entertained. Millions of
Thais already subscribe to streaming platforms, sports
packages and digital services of their own choosing.
There is no obvious reason why football fans should be
indulged politically.

If the government steps aside, private broadcasters
and streaming platforms will still be free to pursue the
rights if they see a market.

What it lacks is the political will to end this pro-bono
indulgence. The policy creates a public expectation the
government will always subsidise major football tourna-
ments as gifts to Thais.

Every tournament cycle now follows the same famil-
iar script. Politicians promise free broadcasts. Agencies
scramble for funding. State-linked entities are drawn in.

Companies face implicit pressure to contribute. What
should be a commercial transaction becomes a politi-
cal obligation.

And in commercial negotiations, desperation is
expensive. By declaring in advance the World Cup must
be shown free-to-air, Thailand weakens its bargaining
position before talks even begin. Rights holders under-
stand that negotiators have little room to walk away.

The latest reports suggesting that funds linked to the
National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Com-
mission may again be used, even if not directly drawn
from the state budget, only deepen concerns.

The NBTC fund was never intended to serve as
a standing reserve for expensive sports broadcast-
ing rights.

If the government ultimately avoids using NBTC-
linked funds, it may instead revert to the familiar prac-
tice of seeking “cooperation” from the private sector.

But relabelling the burden does not make the
arrangement more appropriate.

Thailand faces far more urgent challenges than
subsidising football. The government should focus less
on buying popularity and more on restoring economic
confidence, fiscal credibility and policy discipline.
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