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EXPLAINER

NBTC freezes up
over controversy

Chairmanship row heats up as PM seeks Sarana’s removal
with royal writ, writes Wisawaporn Jukgoljun

dispute over the National

Broadcasting and

Telecommunications

Commission (NBTC)

chairman Dr Sarana
Boonbaichaiyapruck’s eligibility
has escalated, with Prime Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul signing a sub-
mission seeking a Royal Command
for his removal.

Mr Anutin said Tuesday he had
signed the submission for Dr Sarana
to leave his positions as chairman
and commissioner of NBTC, adding
the government had followed the law.

The move follows a July 17 ruling
by the NBTC selection committee
that Dr Sarana possessed a prohib-
ited characteristic under Section 8(2)
of the NBTC Act. Dr Sarana, however,
maintains he remains legally entitled
to perform his duties until a Royal
Command removing him is issued.

WHO IS DR SARANA?

Dr Sarana is a cardiologist and
former assistant professor at Ram-
athibodi Hospital, Mahidol Uni-
versity. He entered politics during
the National Council for Peace and
Order period, serving as a member
of the National Legislative Assembly
from 2014 to 2019.

His first attempt to join the
NBTC in 2018 was unsuccessful. He
reapplied in 2021 in the consumer
protection field and was selected as
one of five candidates.

The Senate approved his appoint-
ment as an NBTC commissioner in
December 2021, with 210 votes in
favour, six against and seven absten-
tions. The commission subsequently
elected him chairman. The Royal
Command appointing him was
issued on April 13, 2022.

SARANA'S KEY DECISION?

One of the defining episodes of

Dr Sarana’s chairmanship was

the NBTC's consideration of the
proposed merger between True
Corporation and Total Access Com-
munication, or DTAC, in 2022.

The meeting lasted more than
11 hours and came amid strong
opposition from consumer groups
and academics concerned about
market concentration.

The initial vote was split, with
two commissioners supporting the
merger, two opposing it and one
abstaining. As chairman, Dr Sarana
exercised his casting vote, producing
a 3-2 decision in favour.

The decision triggered prolonged
legal and regulatory debate over the
NBTC's powers and the conditions
attached to the merger.

Another major challenge ahead
for the commission is the expiry of
digital television licences in 2029, as
the broadcasting sector undergoes
structural change.

ELIGIBILITY DISPUTE ORIGIN
Questions about Dr Sarana’s eligibil-
ity intensified after a House commit-
tee led by People’s Party MP Rangsi-
man Rome petitioned the prime
minister to review his status.

The Ombudsman subsequently
examined whether Dr Sarana had
continued receiving payments
from Ramathibodi Hospital after

becoming an NBTC commissioner.

Dr Sarana says he resigned from
his position as an employee of
Mahidol University and Ramathi-
bodi Hospital on Jan 8, 2022,

The key question is whether the
medical services he provided after
his resignation constituted employ-

Sarana: Mulling legal action

ment or another prohibited position
under the law.

Section 8(2) of the NBTC Act
requires commissioners to work full-
time and restricts them from holding
other positions or employment that
could create conflicts of interest.

Dr Sarana said he had already
resigned from government
employment and later worked
as an independent doctor when
necessary, including to complete
medical procedures and facilitate
patient transfers.

WHAT DID THE PANEL DECIDE?
The NBTC selection committee
voted unanimously, 4-0, on July 17
that Dr Sarana possessed a prohib-
ited characteristic under Section
8(2). The committee concluded that
his circumstances did not meet the
legal requirements for an NBTC
commissioner.

The ruling followed considera-
tion of documents relating to his
employment and income, includ-
ing information obtained during
the Ombudsman’s examination. Dr
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Sarana rejected the finding and has
challenged both the interpretation of
the evidence and the process used to
reach the decision.

The ruling became the basis for
the subsequent process seeking his
removal from the NBTC.

SARANA'S LATEST DEFENCE?
After another failed NBTC meeting
on Aug 11, Dr Sarana presented new
evidence from Mahidol University in
support of his position.

He said he had received a letter
from the university dated Aug8 con-
firming that he had resigned as an
employee of Mahidol University and
Ramathibodi Hospital on Jan 8, 2022.

He said that from Jan 8 to April 12,
2022, he provided specialist medical
services independently when neces-
sary, and did not receive a salary or
wages directly from the university
or hospital.

He also cited his 2022 tax records,
which he said classified his income
from January to June as income from
independent professional services
under Section 40(6) of the Revenue
Code, rather than salary or wages
under Section 40(1).

Dr Sarana questioned why the
selection committee had not waited
for the university’s clarification
before ruling.

WHY IS NBTC PARALYSED?

The controversy has moved beyond
Dr Sarana’s personal status and is
now affecting the NBTC's ability to
conduct its work.

The seven-member commission
requires at least four members to
form a quorum.

On Aug 11, the board failed to
hold a scheduled meeting for the
fourth time.

Three commissioners — Prof
Pirongrong Ramasoota, AM
Thanapant Raicharoen and Suphat
Suphachalasai — left the meet-

ing room when Dr Sarana entered,
leaving the board without enough
members to form a quorum.

The latest failure followed three
earlier attempts that were also dis-
rupted by the disagreement over Dr
Sarana’s status.

Dr Sarana said he had called
the Aug 11 meeting because there
were matters that all commission-
ers needed to know, including the
Central Administrative Court’s
decision and the new evidence from
Mahidol University.

He was disappointed that
some commissioners did not
remain for the meeting, saying
they might reconsider their posi-
tion if they heard the evidence
and explanations.

The repeated breakdowns
have raised concerns about the
NBTC's ability to perform its
regulatory duties while the dispute
remains unresolved.

WHAT DID THE COURT DECIDE?
Dr Sarana filed a case with the
Central Administrative Court on Aug
3 challenging the selection commit-
tee’s ruling.

He asked the court to revoke the
decision and sought temporary pro-
tection while the legal dispute was
being considered.

His requests included suspend-
ing enforcement of the selection
committee’s decision, stopping
the submission of the matter for
Royal consideration and halting the
process of selecting a replacement.
On Aug 8, the Central Administrative
Court refused to accept the lawsuit
because no Royal Command remov-
ing Dr Sarana from office had yet
been issued.

The court found that he had there-
fore not suffered an injury that could
be legally challenged at that stage.

The ruling was procedural and did
not determine whether Dr Sarana

had breached the legal requirements
applying to NBTC commissioners.

It therefore did not settle the
underlying dispute over his eligibil-
ity, while the July 17 selection com-
mittee ruling remained in place.

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?

The central issue remains whether
Dr Sarana’s medical work and
income around the time ofhis
appointment breached the
restrictions imposed on NBTC
commissioners.

His latest evidence from Mahidol
University supports his argument
that his employment had ended
before he joined the NBTC and that
his subsequent medical work was
performed independently.

The outcome of the removal
process will determine whether
Dr Sarana remains in office. It will
also have direct implications for
the NBTC, which has already been
unable to complete four consecu-
tive board meetings because of
the dispute.

The case has developed from a
question over one commissioner’s
eligibility into an institutional
problem for the broadcasting and
telecommunications regulator.

Until the dispute is resolved, the
NBTC faces uncertainty over its lead-
ership and its ability to make deci-
sions requiring a functioning board.
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TECHNOLOGY

PM wants default
child safety settings

POST REPORTERS

Thailand will push for child protec-
tion settings to be enabled by default
on new digital devices, aiming to
shield young users from harmful
online content without any parental
setup required.

Digital Economy and Society Min-
ister Chaichanok Chidchob said yes-
terday the National Broadcastingand
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) had been working with major
technology companies on child safety,
scams, fake news and deepfakes.

He said talks with Apple had
resulted in an agreement to adjust its
child protection policy so that newly
released smartphones would have
child protection mode activated by
default from the factory, removing the
need for parents to configure the set-
tings themselves.

Other technology platforms are still
in talks, he said.

Mr Chaichanok said default pro-
tection would not completely prevent
children from accessing restricted
material, as they could potentially
use a parent’s account or bypass the
controls. However, having safeguards
activated from the outset would
provide an important first layer
of protection.
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His comments followed questions
about online material accessed by
a 14-year-old student involved in a
fatal shooting at Debsirin Nonthaburi
School, killing 9 including himself and
injuring 21 others on Aug7.

Police found the material had been
viewed through regular YouTube
searches and consisted of general
documentaries, rather than dark web
content or explicitly violent material,
the minister said.

The minister said such content
could not simply be blocked or pro-
hibited, but the government was
seeking broader measures to improve
online safety for children.

The NBTC is also working with the
gaming industry after investigators
found the student had created a vir-
tual shop selling simulated firearms
in a game.

Rather than banning or blocking
games, the approach would involve
monitoringuser behaviour and iden-
tifying accounts showing particular
interest in weapons, allowing relevant
agencies to assess potential risks.

Police have identified several pos-
sible factors linked to the shooting,
including family circumstances,
academic difficulties, peer relation-
ships, bullying and exposure to violent
online content.
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TELECOM

Thais urged to register SIM cards soon

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

The National Broadcasting and Tele-
communications Commission (NBTC)
has called on mobile phone users to
finish mandatory SIM identity verifi-
cation and update their information
by Aug 30 as it seeks to combat mule
accounts and technology crime.

Mobile operators and users have
to verify their identities as authorities
target mule SIMs and registrations that
do not match the actual user.

Failure to comply with the mandate
by the end of August results in immedi-
ate service limitations.

Trairat Viriyasirikul, acting NBTC
secretary-general, said the move is
part of stricter measures to combat
technology-related crime.

Subscribers who receive notifica-
tion messages via SMS or other official
communication channels from their
mobile operators are advised to follow
the instructions provided to complete
the information update, he said.

Customers with concerns or ques-
tions are encouraged to contact the cus-
tomer service centre of their respective
mobile network operator for assistance.

Users whose registered names do
notmatch their actual identity, such as

children using SIMs registered under
a parent’s name, must rectify their
status immediately.

For users who fail to comply, they
can still receive incoming calls, but
their ability to make outgoing calls will
be suspended, noted the regulator.

This measure does not constitute
a total “block’; but is a necessary step
to compel users to report to service
providers and verify their identities,
according to the NBTC.

“This initiative follows regulatory
frameworks established under previous
administrations to combat the rising
tide of digital fraud,” said Mr Trairat.
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