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BROADCASTING

BBL expects other digital players to follow lead of Thai TV

SOMRUEDI BANCHONGDUANG

Other financially ailing digital TV operators
are likely to follow Thai TV's footsteps in
returning their licences if the recent ver-
dict by the Central Administrative Court is
upheld, voiding the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission’s
(NBTC) demand for licence payments, says
a senior official at Bangkok Bank (BBL).

No digital TV operators have asked
for the bank’s advice in returning their
licences as they are awaiting the outcome
of the Thai TV case, said senior executive
vice-president Virasak Sutanthavibul.
But the digital TV field is too crowded
and operators that cannot run their busi-
nesses anymore might choose to return
their licences if the option is available, said
Mr Virasak.

“Thai TV sought to terminate its busi-
ness and the legal process is not over, so we
cannot talk much about the issue. But the
case suggests operators have been affected,”
he said.

Pantipa Sakulchai, president of Thai
TV Co Ltd, filed a lawsuit against the
NBTC, seeking court orders to nullify the

company’s bids for two digital TV licences
from the NBTC, and revoke the commis-
sion’s letters demanding licence fee pay-
ments. The company also asked the court
to order the NBTC to return 16 BBL guaran-
tee documents, in addition to 365.5 million
baht in licensing fees it had already paid,
plus 7.5% in annual interest payments from
the date the lawsuit was filed.

The courtlast week ruled that the NBTC
had failed to keep its promise as detailed in
the prospectus, and Thai TV had the right
to cancel the contract.

The NBTC granted 24 digital TV licences
to 17 winning bidders in April 2014. The
winners have to pay a combined 50.86 bil-
lion baht, spread over six years.

Thai TV operated two digital channels,
Loca and Thai TV, which went off the air on
Dec 1,20186, after the company failed to pay
the overdue second instalment.

NBTC data indicates that BBL issued let-
ters of guarantee worth 21.6 billion baht to
14 digital TV operators, including Thai TV,
while Kasikornbank (KBank) has offered
guarantees totalling 10.9 billion to eight
operators. Bank of Ayudhya provided guar-
antees worth 2.68 billion to two operators.
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Mr Virasak said the recent court ruling
has paved the way for the government to
invoke Section 44 to extend the licence
payment period for digital TV operators
by three years, adding it would help bolster
their cash flow and give them time to adapt.

For the Thai TV case, the bank is
expected to get back its letter of guarantee
within 60 days if the NBTC does not appeal
the Central Administrative Court’s ruling,
while the legal process will be completed
in one year if the commission decides
to appeal.

BBL has set aside loan-loss provisions

in light of the Thai TV case over the past
1-2 years, so the bank will not be affected,
he said.

Mr Virasak said the bank had instituted
credit loss provisions for other digital TV
operators as needed, but they had contin-
ued to service their debts.

KBank president Predee Daochai said
that returning digital TV licences is not an
easy process as the operators have heavily
invested in the business.

He said it remains to be seen whether
the Thai TV case would open the door for
other operators to follow suit.
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A failure to
communicate

he public are about to receive a bill for tens of

billions of baht for goods they didn't order. It says

right on the bill itself that people don't even want

most of the items. But unless there is a major

change in business demands, agency recom-
mendations and government attitude the bill will come due
within weeks. The payment will save digital TV operators and
mobile phone company executives who made terrible deci-
sions, and now want the country to bail them out.

The worst part of this already bad deal is that there is

to be no accountability. Officially, Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-o-cha can still kill an agreement made by one of his
deputy prime ministers and the lame-duck head of the
National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commis-
sion (NBTC).

Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam said last

week that it seems certain Gen Prayut will use his Section 44
powers to provide the needed money to save the companies,
by delaying huge licence fees due soon. The digital TV opera-
tors, along with mobile phone giants AIS and True Move,

say they must be allowed years of grace — or their opera-
tions will go broke. Provided the prime minister signs the
necessary Section 44 orders, there will be no penalty for the
men who put the country in this position, secretary-general
Takorn Tantasith and his NBTC commissioners.

The NBTC is without doubt the source of the problems.
The commission has held
three significant band-
width auctions, for 3G and
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The government
has avoided any
public debate on
this important and
expensive issue.

4G phone licences and
for digital TV broadcast-
ing permits. Each was a
unique disaster. The 3G
bandwidth auction was
widely criticised for mas-
sive under-charging and

subsequent underpay-
ment to the state. The 4G auction was the reverse. The NBTC,
in trying to correct the 3G low prices, forced bids so high that
one of the “winning” companies had to relinquish its licence
before even using it.

The two-day digital TV auction in December, 2013, was
criticised as the worst of the three. The NBTC crowed that
“the government earned more than 50 billion baht” for the 24
licences good for legally broadcasting variety, news and chil-
dren’s content. The amount was to be paid in instalments,
but operators up to now have paid less than two-thirds of
the money they agreed to. Some have refused to pay more,
and last week the Central Administrative Court ordered Mr
Takorn and the NBTC to return 1.5 billion baht in bank guar-
antees to Thai TV president Pantipa “Jeh Tim” Sakulchai.

Of course Mr Takorn and commissioners will appeal the
order but the court’s ruling has consequences. As a result, Mr
Takorn has lobbied very hard for Section 44 to come to the
commission’s rescue. In turn, other digital TV operators who
simply misread the market and the public’s desire for inter-
net streaming also are pushing for relief by taxpayers.

AIS and True Move say they need licence-fee relief of 120
billion baht. The mobile phone business is so bad, say these
two companies, that they can’t pay their 2019 licence fees
for 4G operations for at least five years. That indicates that
in 2024 they probably will have another request for payment
delay, if not forgiveness.

The government has avoided any public debate on this
important and expensive issue. Businesses have not been
forced to account for their horrendous error in over-bidding
for digital-TV licences. Neither have the mobile phone
companies. Indeed, it is puzzling how phone giants can so
control access to internet streaming while still pleading for
relief via Section 44.

If Gen Prayut does what is expected to bail out all these
private businesses and their terrible decisions, he will owe a
major explanation to the country. He also must state why he
believes that businesses unable to pay their bills today will
even be profitable enough to pay a few years down the road.
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Photo News: SOCIAL SCENE: TACKLING EXTREMISTS

Clip: Full Color

g N A RN s M e
TACKLING EXTREMISTS: Paul Robilliard, sixth left, Australian ambassador
to Thailand, and Lt Gen Peerapong Manakit, centre, Commissioner of National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC), were the guests
of honour at the ‘Countering Violent Extremism’ workshop organised recently
by the Australian embassy at Dusit Thani Hall, Dusit Thani Bangkok.
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