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Critics want to stop telecom merger

Deal would hurt consumers and hinder the country's journey to a digital economy
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Loges of True Corporation and ODTAC are
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he planned merger berween

Total Access Communication
e [PTAC) and True Corporation Plc
shauild besuspended becavse itwould
scitle up minhile market dominance,
jeopardising consumeers and hindering
the country’s journey wwands a digital
sonnnmy, aocerding to academics and
consumer advicles,

Thiey shared their views atan online
seminar on the proposed merger
hetween the two carriers and the mole of
thie hoard of the National Broadcasting
angd Telecommunications Commission
[NETC)L

Thesemminmar wis orgamised vesterdiy
by the Thailand Consumers Council,

NOMERIT
Sombdat Tangkinvanich, preskdent of

i
'
seen at a

the Thailand Development Research
Instituge, said the planned merger af
DTAC and True caused no reaction
from rival Advanced Info Service [AIS),
the country's biggest mobile operator
by sunbserilser Iase.

According 1o academic principles, if
the rival opposed the merger, this would
e good and the merger deal should be
given the nod, he said.

“In this case, there is no opposition
from the competitor atall,” Mr Sombkiat
said.

Following the announcerment of tee
merget, share prices of the three carriers
have shad up, benefiting all the opera-
iors, he said.

The merger would resultin a duopoly
with anby two major plavers in the
mmarket, heightening market concentra
thon with consumers paying the price.

With only two major operators,
maokdle phone and ech developers
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would have fewer options, sakd Mr
Somkiat,

“It is clear the merger yields no
merits. It should be suspended ar the
country's transition towands a digital
econanmy woukd be hampered at every
sbep” he said,

Business sectors and iech developers
relying on intermet infrastnicture will
face rising costs caused by a lmiwed
market, said Mr Somkiat,

“Thailamd would be unable to com-
pete in the digital economy,” he said.

Wir Somkiat said the regulator must
bz barave enough to stamd firm for the
el of the puldic.

He made three proposals he sees as
beneficial in customers,

The best option is 1o prohibit the
e, said Mr Sombdat, f DTAC wants
o exit the Thad mearkedt, it shioubd sell its
business to firms other than Trse and
ALS, le saicl,
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“To support marker competition,
efforts must be made 1w reduce the
cost of telecom infrastochure,” said
Mr Somikiat,

If the: meerger is approved, some spec-
trum ranges may neecl o be laken back
for reallocation, bringing the number of
aperators back to thres, he said.

Another option if the merger is
approved is for the regulator mw find
was oo promane mahile virmal nensork
aperators | MYNOs ], which is a mobile
service operator that rents a cellular
nestwork from others, said MrSomkiad,

SUPPORT NEW PLAYERS
Samee MNESOITWANE, SeCTetAry-general
of thie Thailand Consumeers Council,
saic] she opposes the planned merger as
it wondd reduce service op Gons for cus-
tonyuers dnd users could end up bearing
higher service fees.

Citing an overseas stdy, Ms Saree
saigl the reduction of mohile opemtnors
froorn Bour to three players bed o a 20%
jump in servioe fees.

With the merger, consumers' right to
swilchoperators would diminishand a
curh in service fees would be unlikely,
she said,

The regulator must find ways to pre-
vent the merger while supporting the
emergenoe of MYNO players in the
miarket, said Ms Saree.

“Tha MBETC muet think aboud fined.-
g ways 1o prevent the reduction of

mushile operators” she sid. “It should
s obatachs 1o enalile new operators
i enter the market”

SUITABLE NUMBER

Dir Prawit Leesathapomwongsa, an
MWETC haard membser, said the regula-
tor cannodt prejudge the merger deal. it
regjuines thorough considerstion, either
by an independent body or the NETC
Itself, b said,
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A House committes has heen setup
to look inio the merger and the NETC
regularly holds talks with the panel
absoun it, said Dr Prawit. The commit-
tew agreed state authorities have the
power ta govern the merger deal, he
sald,

Dir Pranvit recommended a shady 1o
determine how many mohile operators
wailel b optimal im Thailane and how
to rsaintain that rumber of carriers.

To ensure there is a competitive
markel, efforts must be made w allo-
cate frequencies or cellular wwers 1o
new players, he said,

Tir Prowit said he is aware the prime
minister submitted the Bst of new NETC
commissioners for noyal endorse men,
which could be carried out within 1.2
weeks, meaning the existing six com-
rissioners wioukd be wnable wo scrui-
tinkse the deal.

UNFAIR COMPETITION

Sarinee Achmmnuntakul, a writer and
soecial critic, said the regulator appears
to be neglecting the importance of
the deal, allowing a menger and the
exchange of secret business data that
could enable unfair competition,

“Even though the deal miy eventu-
ally falter, the exchange of necessary
data has already acourred,” Ms Sarines
said

The: NBTC has the authority (o scru-
tinise dominant players o unkair com-
pestigion, sl said.

Even though the NBTC board s in
transition, the extsting board can direct
the frmation of an independent con-
sultancy to study the deal and propose a

result b the new NETC boand, sid Ms
Sarinee.

A 2000 regulation created by the
National Telecommunicatkons Com-
mission [NTC) provided strong over-
slght of mergers, with such deals requir-
ing approwval from the regulator, she
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e, Thie NTC was the formes telecom
regulatory body before the NETC was
established.

The: current NETC regulation from
2018 has no provision for approval of
amenger, anky requiring those wishing
Ll merge b repart their menger plan o
the NETC, said Ms Sarinee.

NTC RULE

Kamolvan Chiravisit, a lecturer from
Thammasat University’s Centre
forr Commercial and Business Law,
said less competition as a result of a
merger wold take a boll on consumer
welfare, allocation of resources and
inmovation.

The planmed mesger can be seruti-
nised by hoth the NBTC and the Office
of Trade Competition Commission, she
sanid.

Based on Section 27 of the NETC
Act, the regulator can devise meas-
ures b prevent market dominance ar
unfair compéetition, while Section 21 of
the Telecommunications Act endables
the NBTC boand o usher in messures
preventing telecom licensees from
pursulng manopaly or driving dewn
market competition, inchading owning
the same type of usiness or pursuing
unifair competition.

An NTC rube sets a clear standared
thear thase wishing o own the same
business need o seek permission or
approval before they can menge.

Thi: NBTC can use this NTC nule to
prevent the merger, bt che relevant
operators may appeal to the Adminis-
trative Courl, said Ms Kamaolvan,

The NBTC regulation from 2008 only
requines operators wishing bo merge to
repart 1o the regulator, ten they can
proceed with the merger 90 days later,
shie sakd.
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