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EDITORIAL

Dilemma ON THE BRINK of the 56 age

BROADCASTING REGULATOR IS UNDERSTANDABLY HARD-PRESSED FOR TIME, BUT IT MUST BE EXCEEDINGLY CAREFUL IN HOW WE MOVE FORWARD

off spectrum for the country’s
fifth-generation (5G) telecom
infrastructure is now highly debat-
able at a time when the National
Broadcasting and  Telecom
Commission (NBTC) suggests it is
consideringreallocatingthe 700MHz
band soonerrather than later.
Digital TV broadcasters whose
business has been disrupted by
streaming and other new media
technologies currently use part of
the band. On one hand, the NBTC is
responding to the money-losing
broadcasting industry’s demand for
financial assistance. It tentatively

The right timing for auctioning

planstoauctionoff the 5Gspectrum
via digital compression of the
700MHz band.

Ontheother hand, the NBTC has
faced criticismforitshastein calling
bids for the 5G spectrum as early as
this year, since this will require fresh
and majorinvestmentbytheprivate
sector — at a time when it remains
unclear how the business is evolv-
ing.

The crux of the dilemma is that
the NBTC appears to be trying to
tackletwoseparateissuesinone go.
Itpreviouslymiscalculated thetech-
nology trend, resulting in a massive
disruptionfacing multiple digital TV
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licensees,whosebusiness prospects
have turned dismal after they com-
mitted investments worth tens of
billionsofbahteachinanindustryon
which the sun was already setting.
Thefourth-generation (4G) tech-
nology introduced a couple of years
ago had already left the traditional
digital TV industry with diminished
prospects even before licensees
launched theiroperations. Agrowing
numberof TV viewers, especiallythe
youngergenerations, havemovedto
social media and other new plat-
forms for their entertainment. The
traditional TV sector is vastly con-
tracted from what it once was.
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Thefutureofbroadcasting prob-
ably liesinstreaming and over-the-
top (OTT) mediaplatformsandthe
like, and their business models are
significantly different fromthose of
traditional TV broadcasters, whose
licences granted by the NBTC are
now hanging inthe balance. This has
prompted the agency to stepin to
avoidanindustry-wide financial fail-
ure partly resulting fromits ownmis-
calculation.

Sincetheexisting digitallicences
will remain valid for years to come,
the NBTC aims to auction off the
700MHz spectrum soon to raise
money to subsidise the failing

broadcasting industry. However, a
mixed-upstrategy couldleadtoneg-
ative consequences for the other
sector as well as consumers.

Forthe 5Gtelecominfrastructure
to deliver maximum public benefit,
the agency needs to formulate a
strategy independent of the digital
TVbroadcasting industry. The pub-
lic deserves to see a well-designed
plan for rolling out the infrastruc-
ture within an appropriate time-
frame.

Thereisnodenyingthat 5Giscru-
cial tothecountry’sdevelopmentin
termsofeconomiccompetitiveness
andsocial wellbeing. The newinfra-
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structure facilitates the Internet of
Things (loT), “smart cities” and
otheradvances currently beyond our
reach due to limited connectivity
capacity.

With 5Ginfrastructure, Thailand
will beable to compete on the basis
of “economy of speed” rather than
economies of scale, while at the
sametimeopeningupnewbusiness
andindustrial opportunities,suchas
thoserelatedtoautonomouscars. It
thus becomes imperative that the
NBTCreviewitsplansforauctioning
off the 5G spectrum in connection
with helping the financially
strapped broadcasting industry.
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