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Legal limbo stalls NBTC operations

Impasse could affect
regulator’s policies

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

The development of policies and stra-
tegic initiatives by the National Broad-
casting and Telecommunications Com-
mission (NBTC) could be delayed by
the deadlock caused by the ruling that
the chairman lacks the qualifications
to hold office.

The NBTC board meeting on July 27
was aborted as three commissioners
boycotted the session over the NBTC
selection committee’s ruling on July 17
to disqualify chairman Dr Sarana Boon-
baichaiyapruck. The three members
refused to recognise the chairman’s
authority to preside over the session.

The deadlock is expected to con-
tinue, with the next NBTC meeting
scheduled for Aug 5. Dr Sarana said he
remains legally in office until a royal
command formally relieves him of
his duties.

Some commissioners asked Prime
Minister Anutin Charnvirakul to step
in to resolve the dilemma using legal
options. On Monday, Mr Anutin said

M

the government must wait for a resolu-
tion from the Senate on the case before
the administration could proceed.

POLICIES AT RISK
An executive at the NBTC who
requested anonymity said this “crisis”

could affect policy development at the
regulator, including the 2030 digital TV
roadmap, a plan to develop a national
digital TV streaming platform, spec-
trum management and future spectrum
auctions, satellite licensing and orbital
resource management.

The impasse could also impact the
development of digital infrastructure
policies and planned zoning of data
centres, as well as consumer protection
and future digital services regulations,

said the source.

Thailand’s major mobile operators
are investing heavily in 5G network
expansion, artificial intelligence-ena-
bled networks, cloud services, enter-
prise digital platforms and data centres.

“As digital infrastructure eventu-
ally drives economic competitiveness,
delays in regulatory decisions increas-
ingly carry economic consequences,’
noted the executive.

Although the NBTC’s day-to-day

functions continue under the secre-
tariat’s office, the source said strategic
decisions require board approval.

On July 17, the NBTC selection com-
mittee ruled that Dr Sarana was prohib-
ited from serving as chairman under
Article 8 (2) of the 2010 NBTC Act. As
aresult, he is ineligible to serve in that
position, according to Article 18 of the
2021 NBTC Act.

Article 8 (2) states commission-
ers must not be employees of state

agencies or state enterprises, nor direc-
tors or advisors to state enterprises or
state agencies.

Under Article 18, those approved by
the Senate to serve as NBTC commis-
sioners are obliged to presentevidence
to the Senate president showing they
are not prohibited under Article 8.

Ifthey fail to submit evidence within
the specified time frame, the nominees
waive their right to become commis-
sioners and a search for replacements
can begin, according to the law.

On Dec 22, 2021, the Senate
instructed five candidates including Dr
Sarana to resign from any prohibited
posts mentioned in Article 8 (1), (2) and
(3) by Jan 11, 2022. All of them were roy-
ally appointed on April 13, 2022.

ANBTC representative, left, receives a letter from the digital TV association’s representatives on July 27.
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Later, the NBTC selection panel was
shown evidence that Dr Sarana alleg-
edly held temporary employee status as
a physician at Ramathibodi Hospital's
Faculty of Medicine, with hourly pay-
ments from Jan 8 to April 12, 2022.

Dr Sarana said he was nota govern-
ment officer, having resigned from gov-
ernment service on Jan 8, 2022, nor was
he an employee.

The Association of Digital Televi-
sion Broadcasting (Thailand) recently
submitted a letter to the NBTC express-
ing concern that legal uncertainty sur-
rounding the chairman’s qualifications
could undermine the board’s legitimacy
on future resolutions regarding broad-
casting policies. Broadcasters want
regulatory clarity to prepare for the
expiration of their digital terrestrial TV
licences in 2029.

The association noted its members
collectively hold 15 digital terrestrial
TV licences, making them among the
stakeholders most directly affected by
any NBTC decisions on the industry’s
long-term regulatory framework.

INVESTOR CONFIDENCE

The NBTC executive said Thailand’s
satellite industry is entering another
investment cycle involving orbital
rights, satellite replacement pro-
grammes and new space-based com-
munications services such as low Earth
orbit satellites.

“These projects require regulatory
continuity because satellite invest-
ments typically involve long-term com-
mitments extending over 15 years or
more,” said the source.

Regulatory uncertainty may affect
investor confidence, particularlyamong
companies evaluating future satellite
capacity and international partner-
ships, noted the executive. Consumers
may not immediately notice the impact
of governance uncertainty, but pro-
longed delays could eventually affect
service innovation, competition and
consumer protection, said the source.

A telecom veteran who requested
anonymity said telecom operators,
broadcasters and investors are watch-
ing, assessing Thailand’s ability to main-
tain stable, transparent and predictable
governance in the digital economy. Itis
doubtful whether the board meeting on
Aug 5 will occur given the legal limbo
regarding Dr Sarana’s qualifications,
said the veteran.
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Al strategy

now ‘fallin
behind’

Experts say digital legislation
in need of overhaul, writes
Mongkol Bangprapa

hailand must develop its own

Thai-language Al systems

or risk falling behind for-

eign technology companies,

economists and digital policy
experts have warned.

Their concerns represent a broader
challenge facing many middle-income
economies: while governments have
invested heavilyin digital infrastructure
over the past decade, the emergence
of generative Al has fundamentally
reshaped the digital economy faster
than policymakers anticipated.

Countries that fail to adapt risk
becoming consumers rather than crea-
tors of Al technologies, with long-term
implications for productivity, education
and economic sovereignty.

Economist and former deputy edu-
cation minister Varakorn Samkoses said
Thailand has never lacked comprehen-
sive policy frameworks. The country’s
weakness lies in turning those plans
into action.

Mr Varakorn said successive govern-
ments have produced detailed digital
economy strategies, but implemen-
tation has been undermined by frag-
mented bureaucratic responsibilities,
political interests and the
absence of systematic
reviews of past policy suc-
cesses and failures.

Thailand’s digital infra-
structure itself is relatively
strong. Broadband cover-
age is extensive, mobile
internet speeds are
competitive by regional
standards, and govern-
ment platforms such as

the “Tang Rat” super-app
have attracted roughly 30
million users.

However, the arrival of
generative Al over the past
two years has dramatically
altered digital priorities.

“Al has emerged so rap-
idly that the entire digital
landscape has changed,’
Mr Varakorn said. “Every-
one is now focusing almost
exclusively on AL"

STALLED Al ACTION

Thailand approved its National Artifi-
cial Intelligence Action Plan in 2022,
based largely on work completed before
ChatGPT and other generative AI sys-
tems transformed global markets.

The government later established a
National AI Committee chaired by the
prime minister in early 2024.

Yet Mr Varakorn says the commit-
tee met only once under the previ-
ous administration before its activi-
ties stalled.

The interruption was compounded
by controversy surrounding the govern-
ment’s TH-AI Passport initiative, which
has been contentious and delayed
broader Al policy implementation.

As aresult, Thailand now encounters
an institutional problem.

Al responsibilities remain scattered
across multiple agencies, including
the Prime Minister’s Office, the Digital
Economy and Society (DE) Ministry,
the National Science and Technology
Development Agency (NSTDA), and
the National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC).

Despite efforts by the DE to centralise
Al governance, no subsequent prime
minister has reconvened the National
Al Committee in 2026.

“The strategy itself was well pre-
pared,” Mr Varakorn said. “But after
only two years it has shown itself to be
outdated because Al has evolved much
faster than policymakers expected.’

Thailand's original AI strategy
focused on five pillars: creating legal
and ethical frameworks, standardising
digital infrastructure, developing Al
talent, supporting technological inno-
vation, and promoting Al adoption in
both government and business.

But Mr Varakorn argues that the plan
underestimated how quickly generative
AT would reshape global competition.

The world's largest Al companies are
already entering schools across devel-
oping countries, offering free educa-
tional tools that familiarise students
with proprietary Al ecosystems from
an early age.

Thailand cannot realistically prevent
foreign Al companies from enteringits
market, he acknowledged.

Instead, policymakers should focus
on maximising the benefits. Domestic
capabilities must also be developed
alongside imported technologies.

The priority, he said, should be
investing in Thai-language large lan-
guage models.

Such systems would enable busi-
nesses, government agencies and citi-
zens to interact with Al naturallyin Thai
while preserving local linguistic and
cultural contexts that global Al models
may overlook.

“We cannot avoid using foreign tech-
nology,” Mr Varakorn said.

“The answer is transparent coopera-
tion with international companieswhile
building Al infrastructure that serves
Thailand’s long-term national interests.”

DIGITAL OPPORTUNITIES, RISKS
The debate extends beyond indus-
trial policy into education and
youth development.

Thanakorn Srisuksai, manager of
Thai Media Fund, said new research
conducted with private-sector partmers
shows that Thai youth are among the

country’s most intensive
social media users.

While digital platforms
offer important educa-
tional benefits, they also
expose young users to sig-
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nificant psychological and
social risks.

Research found that stu-
dents preparing for univer-
sity entrance examinations
rely on TikTok and You-
Tube to exchange study
advice, share education
resources and support one
another through peer-to-
peer learning.

Online fandom com-
munities likewise provide
key spaces for social inter-
action among teenagers.

However, research-
ers also found evidence
of growing algorithm-
driven “echo chambers’,
where recommendation
systems reinforce similar

content, potentially encouraging exces-
sive gaming, compulsive content con-
sumption and increasingly polarised
online behaviour.

Previous studies cited by the fund
suggest heavy social media use is
associated with higher risks of anxiety,
depression and other mental health
problems among young people.

Another notable finding is Thai teen-
agers place greater trust in online influ-
encers than in government agencies
or traditional news media, particularly
through TikTok and Instagram.

While countries including France,
the Netherlands, Sweden, Australia,
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Singapore and Indonesia have intro-
duced various measures to regulate
children'’s smartphone or social media
use, Thailand has yet to establish com-
parable safeguards.

France has banned mobile phones in
schools foryounger students since 2018.

Australia is implementing age-veri-
fication requirements for social media,
while Singapore maintains one of Asia’s
most comprehensive digital regula-
tory frameworks.

Thailand’s regulatory structure, by
contrast, remains fragmented.

Existing laws governing online plat-
forms — including the Computer Crime
Act and platform registration regula-
tions — were drafted before today’s Al-
powered digital ecosystem emerged.

Mr Thanakorn argues Thailand
requires a comprehensive overhaul of
its digital legislation.

New laws should require global
technology platforms to pay taxes on
revenue generated within the country
while assuming greater responsibility
for illegal or harmful content distrib-
uted through their services, rather than
placing the legal burden primarily on
individual users.

Mr Thanakorn also called for the gov-
ernment to establish national digital
learning platforms that provide high-
quality education content and create
trusted public digital infrastructure that
isaccessible to students, educators and
content creators.
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