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2.1GHz auction represents fair value and a bonus

Advanced Info Service vice-chairman Somprasong Boonyachai at the 3G spectrum auction on

TELECOMS

DOMINIC ARENA

try professionals everywhere are

congratulating the National Broad-
casting and Telecommunications Com-
mission (NBTC) for finally injecting much
needed new bandwidth into the Thai
telecom market, at a price which is
arguably fair market value for all — state
and industry alike.

Commercial mobile network operators
(MNO) will now use this spectrum to
deploy and offer a wide array of affordable
wireless broadband (3G and 4G) services
which will bring Thailand massive eco-
nomic and social benefits.

However, while it seems everyone
agrees on the benefits 3G and 4G can
bring to Thailand with the allocation of
the 2.1GHz spectrum, it also seems that
the final auction result has caused much
heated discussion fuelled by threats of
legal challenges and unfounded sensa-

c itizens, business people and indus-

tionalist claims of “super low prices
bringing a windfall to private operators
at the expense of the state”.

Why do I use such strong words? It is
because from an independent profes-
sional and analytical standpoint, so far
there seems to be a lack of quantitative
assessment published of the prices paid
for the 2.1GHz spectrum versus industry
benchmarks. There has also been no
published structured analysis of the
industry issues/dynamics and trade-offs
which the Thai telecom industry finds
itself in today to explain why it so des-
perately needs to move ahead without
more uncertainty.

Thailand earned 41.625 billion baht
from selling 45MHz of the 2.1GHz spec-
trum band at the auction last week.

Despite claims of “‘super low prices”,
infact the Thaiauction achieved a price
of US$0.47 (14 baht) per MHz/capita, a
price higher than wealthier countries
such as Singapore, Germany and South
Korea. It is also more than three times
the price of similar developing countries
such as Indonesia and Mexico.

Now, if — as some are claiming as a
basis for legal challenge — Thailand
should have achieved “the correct price”
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Tuesday. Bidding for the spectrum slots was
fair and the new licences will bring a lot of benefits to Thailand, argues the NBTC. APICHIT JINAKUL

of around 60 billion baht for the spec-
trum, this would have corresponded to
$0.65 per MHz/capita, which would have
put Thailand’s spectrum price even
higher, exceeding those of Belgium and
India. India is a market where, regulatory
uncertainty aside, profitability of MNOs
is suffering greatly and the take up of 3G
has been well below analyst projections
to date.

The issue at hand is not how much
percentage over reserve price was
achieved at auction because this is not
arelevant measure of comparative prices
or fair value.

I believe itis hard for anyone to argue
that Thailand, as a developing country
trying to deliver affordable broadband
to its citizens, should be charging much
higher prices than countries like South
Korea or Singapore or Belgium on a
benchmark basis, especially those threat-
ening legal challenges in the name of
safeguarding the affordability of 3G.

We do not live in a perfect world and
we cannot put blinkers on to analyse a
specific event in isolation. Aside from

the clear pricing benchmarks demon-
strated, there are several relevant and
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related issues in the Thai telecom sector
which must be considered in any dis-
cussion of the current 2.1GHz spectrum
allocation.

Those with the main implications for
Thailand are spectrum availability, con-
cessions and competition.

Spectrum availability is the number
one critical issue for MNOs the world
over. MNOs desperately need to buy
spectrum to provide high speed data
services — if there is a shortage of spec-
trum, then there is increasing congestion
every day as more users join networks,
and in the end the service provided is
slow and of poor quality.

In Thailand, MNOs have been short
of spectrum for wireless broadband and
have had significant uncertainty over
future spectrum availability (I avoid
mentioning 3G too specifically; the
NBTC's 2.1GHz licence is technology
neutral and can be used for 3G and/or
4G as in Japan and South Korea).

When MNOs are short of spectrum
but need to provide higher speed data
services to meet customer demand there
are two potential effects, each with nega-
tive implications.

First, they may have to allocate some
of their 2G spectrum (like 900MHz) for
3G, which means the amount available
for 2G voice is reduced (and there is no
“room” for 4G deployment). Second,
they may then have to significantly over-
build with more base stations/towers,
at extra cost, in order to accommodate
the demand for both voice and data
with less bandwidth.

The knock-on effect to the customer
is relatively higher prices and lower qual-
ity services than could otherwise be
offered.

Having the 2.1GHz spectrum will not
only allow MNOs to deploy 3G and/or
4G services in this new band, but by

adding to the available resource pool it
opens up possibilities for the MNOs to
re-engineer their entire network to more
efficiently deploy 2G/3G/4G services
across all its spectrum holdings.

Concessions are also a relevant factor
in the analysis of the urgent need for the
2.1GHz spectrum for two reasons.

First, because Thailand currently has
the highest regulatory cost burden of
comparable markets, and possibly in
the world.

Without a move to alicensing regime,
MNOs would have to deploy 3G/4G
under the existing concession arrange-
ment (using 850MHz or 900MHz, which
are also internationally industry-standard
3G bands just like 2.1GHz) and prices
will simply have to be higher given that
the regulatory burden will be around
five times higher.

Second is that with the ending of
concessions over the next 5 years there
will be several mission-critical 2G, 3G
and 4G spectrum bands which MNOs
are going to have to buy at new auctions
to be run by NBTC — in 2013, one-third
of the 1.8GHz band expires; in 2015 all
900MHz expires; and in 2018 the remain-
ing 1.8GHz and some 850MHz expire.

This means mandatory massive new
capital expenditure by the MNOs which
in turn impacts on the reality of balancing
profit margins and end-consumer service
prices.

If one was to argue for much higher
2.1GHz pricing now, which would then
be used as a benchmark for all future
spectrum auctions according to stated
policy, the flow-on effect could multiply
and be financially burdensome for the
MNOs, and in turn for consumers,
because higher pricing is inevitable if
MNOs are financially over-burdened.

Competition and industry develop-
ment is the final factor which requires
our attention in analysing the outcome
of the 2.1GHz spectrum auction. The
reserve price of the 2.1GHz spectrum
was already high on arelative benchmark
basis and there are several spectrum re-
acquisitions which must be made over
the coming five years.

What is also relevant is that there are
three strong, publicly listed, commercial
MNOs with 95% of the market share
(excluding TOT and CAT) who have
invested several hundreds of billions of
baht in telecom networks over the past
decade. The prospect of a new entrant
in the Thai telecom sector has never
been a realistic scenario for many
reasons.

Not the least of these are regulatory
uncertainty (including concessions and
increasing legal challenges/disputes pub-
lished widely and on a regular basis
over the past five years) and the need to
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invest in new infrastructure against strong
incumbents with many levers available
to fiercely compete — these therefore
have invalidated the business case of
even the most aggressive international
player taking a look at the Thai telecom
market.

It was inevitable and not a negative
prospect that only AIS, DTAC and True
were to bid for spectrum; this scenario
of balanced supply and demand has
been seen in several international
markets — for example in Singapore
and South Korea. In such situations, the
role of the regulator in allocating national
resources like spectrum most efficiently
and at fair market value is critical.

In Thailand’s situation where an
already adequate reserve price ensured
fair value, there was little need to enforce
an “N-1" rule which would have meant
that one of the MNOs would have walked
away with less spectrum than the others
(making it less competitive), and in all
MNOs paying an artificially higher price
for the spectrum. Such lessons have been
learned already with poor financial out-
comes as in the case of British Telecom.

Whilst not definitionally correct, some
have argued that an “auction” must
have more demand than supply such
that the final price must be “more than
10% higher” than the reserve, so some-
how the NBTC's process was flawed.

This point is academic and, as high-
lighted, has not likely damaged the state
or provided a windfall to companies
because benchmarks show that the actual
prices paid are relatively fair and that
there are a series of new auctions coming
which require significant capital outlay
and which the telecom companies must
participate in to continue operations.

With the successful 2.1GHz allocation
now, and no more legal obstacles hob-
bling our industry, the next series of
auctions can now proceed and the indus-
try can develop for the benefit of society.

Apart from the direct revenues from
the 2.1GHz auction of 41.625 billion baht,
MNOs will reportedly spend around 120
billion baht more to deploy their infra-
structure to provide wireless broadband
services using this spectrum. Itis widely
proven in several independent inter-
national studies that broadband invest-
ment contributes measurably to eco-
nomic and social development.

Wireless (3G and 4G), enabled by last
week’s 2.1GHz allocation to the MNOs,
will play a large part in bringing affordable
broadband to all Thais in city, regional
and remote areas alike. The 2.1GHz
licence rules have ensured this by requir-
ing minimum 50% population coverage
within two years and minimum 80%
population coverage within four years.

There is also a Universal Service Obli-
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gation (USO) fee of 3.75% of revenues
which will then ensure there are pooled
funds available under the NBTC to poten-
tially extend coverage to ‘‘non-
commercial” populated areas.

Having said that, it must be noted
that achieving nationwide coverage on
2.1GHzis not very efficient due to tech-
nical limitations of the high frequency;
a better internationally recognised cost-
effective practice is to use 2.1GHz in
cities and suburbs but re-use 850MHz
or 900MHz for 3G in regional/rural areas,
all of which are available to MNOs in
Thailand.

Therefore it is counter-productive to
argue for anything exceeding 80% popu-
lation coverage on 2.1GHz — even 80%
is a very high requirement in a country
with relatively sparse population density.

The only “windfall” from this auction,
if it survives all the misguided challenges,
is for the Thai people.

Dominic Arena is the managing partner of
Value Partners Management Consulting for
Southeast Asia and India regions. He has
beeninvolved in the Thai telecoms and
media industry for 11 years, including as an
independent adviser to the NBTC.
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Clearing up the static

The sale of 2100-megahertz spectrum licences by the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission has attracted a storm of
controversy over the process and the pricing. Chiratas Nivatpumin and Komsan Tortermvasana tackle some of the questions behind the auction.
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1 Wasthe auctionfair?

Critics have lambasted the National
Broadcasting and Telecommunications
Commission (NBTC) for setting the
reserve price below fair value. Somkiat
Tangkitvanich, the president of the Thai-
land Development Research Institute,
said on the day of the auction that the
state and taxpayers would lose over 16
billion baht from the results. The calcu-
lation is based on the difference between
the reserve price and the valuation price
of6.44 billion baht previously proposed
to the NBTC by a team of Chulalongkorn
University economists.

The NBTC argues that the 4.5-billion-
baht reserve price actually exceeded the
4.3 billion baht price set for the 2010
auction. The NBTC also argues that maxi-
mising revenues was never the aim —
its primary purpose is to strike a balance
between the interests of the state, con-
sumers and operators.

One view of the pricing issue comes
from telecom consultancy Value Partners,
which argues that the auction price was
higher than that received for recent auct-
ions in Korea, Germany and Singapore,
once adjusted for economic size.

For instance, the total price received
0f41.65 billion baht for 45 MHz of spec-
trum compares with a 2010 auction for
40 MHz in Germany, which netted only
14 billion baht for the state from bids by
Vodafone, O2 and E-Plus.

Regardless, the issue of the reserve
price would have been moot if there
was greater competition.

I Why only three bidders?

According to the NBTC, 17 companies
requested applications for the auction,
with applications ultimately received by
four. One was disqualified for failing to
to submit proper documentation, includ-
ing the need to present bank guarantees
of 1.3 billion baht.

Which left three bidders, all repre-
senting the main private mobile phone
operators — Advanced Info Service,
DTAC and True Move.

Analysts agree the single greatest factor
that dissuaded others from participating
in the bid was the foreign dominance
issue — foreign shareholding for licence-
holders is limited at 49%, and debate
has swirled for months over how the
NBTC would interpret the foreign domi-
nance clause in its regulations. Foreign
telecom companies are understandably
wary about participating in the auction
so long as this legal risk remains, par-
ticularly given the $1-2 billion in new
investment required for a new network.
The two largest players have been subject
to numerous questions about their own
compliance and the roles played by their
foreign partners — Singapore’s Singtel
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Will tariffs be lower
'~ Nowthatthe auction
= prices are low?
Don’t count on it,
academics warn.
They believe market
competition, rather
than auction prices,
will set the tariffs.
The problemis a
heated race is
unlikely unless the
49% limit on foreign
ownership in
telecom businesses
is lifted. AFP

for AIS and Norway's Telenor for DTAC.

I Why did all three biddersreceive the
same amount of bandwidth?

Once it became clear only the three
incumbents would bid, could the NBTC
have adjusted the auction to encourage
greater competition? Yes. For instance,
it could have reduced the bandwidth
offered from 45 MHz to 30 MHz, or
reverted to an original plan to allow
each bidder up to 20 MHz each.

But Col Settapong Malisuwan of the
NBTC says changing the auction design
would have had even worse conse-

quences, and would have invited alle-
gations that the commission was favour-
ing the wealthiest operators. Restricting
the number of bidders would also ulti-
mately hurt consumers by delaying the
rollout of next-generation networks as
well as the goal of ensuring all operators
are on a “level playing field”.

I Wasthere collusionin the bidding?

There is no evidence that the three
bidders explicitly colluded with one
another in their bidding. Indeed, it was
unnecessary — once it became known
that only three bidders would participate,
all three knew they would receive spec-
trum allocations simply by submitting
bids at the reserve price.
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1 Why did AIS bid over the reserve price?

Under the auction rules, the bidder
submitting the highest combined bid
would receive the first choice of bands.
Of the nine slots made available during
the auction, only three were auctioned
at prices over the reserve price — two
slots at 4.95 billion baht and one slot at
4.725 billion baht.

The identities of the bidders at each
stage of the auction were confidential.
Butsince the NBTC announced that ATS
was the highest bidder, and that DTAC
and True both submitted equal combined
bids, itis clear that AIS was the only one
that bid over the reserve price.

Why? The logical answer is that of the
three bidders, only AIS gave value in
having the first choice. What is not clear
is the bidding strategy used by AIS to
make the highest combined bid while
presumably keeping to the goal of mini-
mising the final price. In the three slots
that it won, AIS submitted multiple bids
— in two cases, it bid successively in
three rounds, in the third case, the com-
pany bid for straight two rounds.

It may be that AIS was concerned
that DTAC or True would also compete
for the top position, and thus sought to
quickly raise the pricing from the early
stages of the auction to dissuade the
others.

In hindsight, it is clear that both DTAC
and True were content to simply submit
minimum bids, and allow AIS to pay a
premium on its own.

1 What benefit could AIS receive from
choosing frequency slots?

Technical experts say there is little
difference between the frequency bands
with regards to 3G service. But it is
important to note that the spectrum
licence is “technology-neutral” — while
the operators will certainly use the new
frequencies for 3G voice and data tech-
nologies, each is undoubtedly consider-
ing the potential commercial and cost
benefits to introducing 4G and more
advanced standards in the future.

The 2100-MHz spectrum can and has
been used worldwide for LTE (Long Term
Evolution) 4G networks, which offer con-
siderably higher data speeds than 3G.
4G networks based on LTE may be
designed around different channel
widths, from 5 MHz to 20 MHz, with
wider channels offering higher speeds.

The NBTC auction offered a maximum
of 15 MHz of spectrum per bidder, and
AlS ultimately chose the 2140-2155 MHz
(downlink)/1950-1965 MHz (uplink) pair.

The choice places AIS right next to
state-owned TOT Plc, which currently
is touting its own nascent 3G service
using the 2155-2170 MHz (downlink)/
1965-1980MHz (uplink) band. Consider-
ing the long-time partnership between
the two — AIS is the concessionaire to
the TOT for its mobile services — it is
not unreasonable to imagine the two
firms joining hands with their adjacent
spectrum allocations to offer a 4G LTE
service over 30 MHz of spectrum, double

the width awarded to DTAC and True.

1 What about the second choice?

Since DTAC and True both submitted
the same final combined bid, a random
draw decided the second choice. True
won the draw, and selected the middle
slot, at 2125-2140 MHz (downlink)/
1935-1950 MHz (uplink), leaving DTAC
the final band at 2110-2125 MHz/
1920-1935 MHz.

Why the middle band for True? One
theory is that this was a strategic move
aimed at heading off a possible collab-
oration between its stronger competitors
if ATS and DTAC ended up with adjacent
spectrum. For similar reasons, taking
the middle spot could give True flexibility
in a hypothetical partnership with either
of its two competitors in the future.

Noppadol Dej-udom, the True chief
financial officer, said the middle spot
offers a sense of certainty with regards
to competition and potential interference
issues. “Each of the bidders gave thought
[to slot location], and it comes down to
each firm’s long-term strategy,” he said.

I Some argue that the licencesarea
handout to the private sector ...
It depends on one’s point of view.

For all three operators, there is no ques-
tion that the move to a licensing structure
will lead to lower costs. All three operators
under concession must now pay 25% to
30% of their revenues to the TOT and
CAT each year. With licensing, they not
only escape the revenue sharing require-
ment, but also gain significantly greater
business flexibility than if operating as
a concessionaire.

The NBTC and industry argument is
that the move to licences should ulti-
mately help consumers, as lower regu-
latory costs mean that operators have
greater incentive to invest in new tech-
nology and greater room to reduce tariffs.
On the other hand, auction critics and
consumer advocates are correct that total
payments to the state, if including con-
cession payments to the TOT and CAT,
will certainly decline and that there are
no guarantees that competition will actu-
ally result in lower tariffs.

1 What would help reduce tariffs?

If authorities scrapped the foreign
shareholding limit, and new entrants
participated in future spectrum auctions,
itwould certainly bring new competition
to the sector. Since the law calls for
existing spectrum to be reverted to the

News ID: C-121022001070 (22 Oct 12/05:47)

&7 iQNewsClip

www.ignewsclip.com

Page: 2/3

InfoQuest Limited 888/178 Ploenchit Rd., 17th Fl. Mahatun Plaza Bldg., Lumpini, Patumwan, Bangkok 10330
Tel. 0-2253-5000, 0-2651-4700 Fax. 0-2253-5001, 0-2651-4701 Email: help@ignewsclip.com



Bangkok Post

Bangkok Post
Circulation: 70,000
Ad Rate: 1,500

Section: Business/First Page
Date: Monday 22 October 2012

Volume: - No: - Page: B1(Center)
Col.Inch: 127.02 Ad Value: 190,530 PRValue (x3): 571,590

Headline: Clearing up the static

Clip: Full Color

NBTC once current concessions expire,
the next auction could come next year,
with the sale of 1800-MHz frequency
from the expiring concession once held
by Digital Phone Co.

The NBTC could also impose tariff
caps to limit charges, and is reportedly
already planning to do so for data charges,
similar to the current voice tariff limit
now set at 99 satang per minute.

Profit margins of all three existing
operators, even once revenue-sharing
costs are included, are on par with
telecom companies operating in other
countries. If the revenue-sharing costs
are excluded and costs of a licence are
factored instead, then the profitability
of Thai telecoms companies is even
higher, suggesting that there is further
room for tariff cuts or that assuming the
proper regulatory reforms are made, there
would be interest from new competitors
to enter the Thai market in the future.

1 What about the legal challenges?
Suriyasai Katasila of the Green Politics
group is expected to ask the National
Counter-Corruption Commission today
to investigate the auction. Supa Piyajitti,
a deputy permanent secretary of the
Finance Ministry, has also questioned
whether the auction violated procure-
ment laws. The court could conceivably
void the auction, forcing the NBTC to
issue refunds and start anew, which in
turn could prompt lawsuits from the
bidders for losses from the failed auction.
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3G BID WINNERS GET DO
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USANEE MONGKOLPORN,
SIRIVISH TOOMGUM
THENATION

The three bid winners of 2.1-gigahertz
(GHz) spectrum slots have begun
preparing on many fronts to debut their
3G services. /

The race for 3G supremacy has
begun. Despite differences in their bal-
ance sheets and partners, all will launch
their services in the equal regulatory
landscape created by the licensing
regime.

National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC)
deputy secretary-general Pitjapol
Jantanasarosaid the three cellularoper-
ators have already begun talks on joint-
ly expanding their mobile-number
portability capacity, which currently
caters to 4,000 customers per day. This
will enablethem toachieve quick migra-
tion of a large number of existing cus-
tomers from the state concessions to
their upcoming 3G licences. Mobile-
phone number porting enables sub-
scribers to their use existing numbers
with the new networks they switch to.

Advanced Wireless Network of
Advanced Info Service (AIS); DTAC
Network of Total Access Communica-
tion (DTAC); and True Corp's Real
Future each won three spectrum slots in
the auction last Tuesday. AIS has more
than 34.8 million subscribers, while
DTAC has over 23.9 million and
TrueMove about 17 million. AIS sub-
sidiary Digital Phone Co (DPC) has
about 80,000 subscribers. :

‘TRUE FUTURE

“We'll rename Real Future as “True
Future!” said True chief financial officer
Noppadol Dej-udom. True group has
also considered restructuring its busi-
ness group to prepare for the launch of
the 83G-2.1GHzservice. Trueis also seek-
ing a possible strategic partnership to
foster the 3G service.

Recently, True chief executive officer
Suphachai Chearavanont said True
would also use Real Future’s existing
850-megahertz(MHz) cellularbase sta-

8 T0 GAMPETING ON SERVICES,

[ P

tions
nationwide

to provide data and

voice roaming to prospeec-
tive 2.1GHzsubscribers during the
rollout of its 2.1GHz network.

A CAT Telecom source said that True
and CAT might resume talks on a pos-
sible MoU signing tojointly use the net-
work assets of TrueMove and CAT. This
would serve True’s plan to rolloutthe 3G
network on an infrastructure-sharing
basis. TrueMove is a True subsidiary.
CAT owns TrueMove's concession and
network assets. CAT and True have a
combined 13,500 telecom towers, of
which 7,000 are TrueMove base stations
under the concession.

AIS has around 21,000 sites with
900MHz telecom towers under TOT
concessions, while DTAC has around
10,000 sites with 1,800MHz towers
under CAT. AIS and DTAC are also
expected to resume talks on possible
network infrastructure sharing for the
rollout of their 3G networks. I

A highly placed NBTC source said
AIS and TOT are in talks about possible
joint use of AIS' 5MHz bandwidth of
2.1GHzspectrum and 5SMHzbandwidth
of TOT on the same spectrum to provide
4G service. Last year they jointly tested
providing the 4G service on the state
agency’s 2.3-gigahertz spectrum.

Responding to speculation of a pos-
sible AIS-TOT partnership on the 3G
network rollout, and even possible 4G
Serv-

icecollabora-
tion, AIS chief exec-
utive  officer Wichian

Mektrakarn recently said that atthe
moment AIS is focused on standing on
its own.

SUPPLIERS READY

Some foreign telecom network
equipment suppliers have already

CAMPET]
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brought the 3G equipment to Thailand
ordered by the three spectrum winners.
They are waiting for the NBTC to grant
them import permits. AIS is expected to
use a network of Huawei Technologies
and Nokia Siemens Networks (NSN),
while DTACwilluse that of Ericsson, and
True that of Huawei and ZTE.

However, the bid winners’ rollout of
the new 3G networks in new locations
might be a little bit slow. The NBTC's
right-of-way regulations require cellu-
lar operators to hold a public hearing in
the community every time they set up a
large new base station.

. Executives of the three cellular oper-
ators last week declined to specify when
they would debut the 3G service, saying
only that it would be as soon as possible.
They all want to make sure that when

they launch,

consumers will get the best service qual-
ity. Rating agency Standard & Poor’s said
late last week its rating on AIS (A-
/Stable/--; axAA/--) is not affected by
the company’s bid for three slots of
2.1GHz spectrum, and the associated
capital expenditure. It believed AIS’
finaneial ratios will notdeteriorate mate-
rially and its debt-to-EBITDA (earnings
before interest, depreciation and amor-
tisation) ratio will remain less than 1
time.

Its rating on TrueMove (B/Stable/--
Ywasnotafttected by Real Future’s Bt13.6
billion bid for threeslotsof2.1GHzspec-
trum. The bid, combined with an
increase in capital expenditure, will put
pressure on True's already weak credit
profile.  Nevertheless, = Charoen
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EDITORIAL

G AUCTION JUST
PRESERVED STATUS
QUO FOR TELECOMS

Debate over bid levels obscures fact
that competition is being obstructed

he 3G licence auction turned highly controversial last
I week when the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) was criticised
by some quarters in society as providing too generous terms and
conditions for the bidders, resulting in low bid prices.

It may be too late to reverse the result of the bidding. The
questions and controversy surrounding the 3G bidding process
should nonetheless provide lessons for Thailand and those
involved in telecommunications licensing in the future.

In years to come, licences for more-advanced telecommuni-
cations networks, such as one incorporating 4G technology, will
be put on the table by the state. = :

The NBTC, the Finance Ministry and consumer groups have
argued over whether the three 3G winners were allowed to pay
too low a bidding price, at the expense of the public. But the
fundamental question here is how the government can ensurea
free and fair competitive environment that allows more poten- *
tial bidders to participate in the process.

The argument over the sum of money that the govérnment
should have received has distracted attention from the fact that
the telecom business environment in Thailand is not conducive
to market competition.

The advent of new technology in Thailand should create new
opportunities for consumers, who should be able to utilise the
platforms to enhance their creativity and innovation. The intro-
duction of the advanced technology should also bring about
new players in the market. And it is undeniable that foreign
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players have potential to help upgrade technology in Thailand,
thanks to their capital and know-how.

However, the recent 3G auction saw the same old players
participating in the bidding, partly because of regulations that
do not encourage the participation of foreigners. The Telecom
Law and the Foreign Business Law do not allow foreigners to
hold more than 49 per cent in telecom companies, thus discour-
aging many international companies from participating in the
competition in Thailand.

SAME OLD PLAYERS

No one was surprised that this time the winners were
Advanced Wireless Network of Advanced Info Service
(AIS); DTAC Network of Total Access Communication
g‘DTAC); and True Corp’s Real Future - three very familiar

aces. :

Some tend to play the nationalism card in a bid to protect
their own interests at the expense of consumers, who should be
benefiting from a fairer competitive environment in the
telecommunications market in Thailand.

The heated debate over the auction prices simply reflects the
non-competitive environment in the telecom business in
Thailand, where the same old players, who are politically con-
nected, tend to have an influence on the decision-making
process, directly or indirectly. A

The limits on players - via limitations on stakeholders, for
instance — comes at the expense of consumers, who should be
able to enjoy the latest technology to advance their innovations
and communications.

The number of slots given to each winner is not as important
as the level playing field of the telecommunications industry in
Thailand. The widespread debate over the 3G bidding shows
that the public is highly interested in and anxious to use the new
technology.

The watchdog must ensure a level playing field to encourage
competition, facilitating the entry of players with high technol-
ogy into the local telecom industry. Such transfer of know-how
is essential to Thailand’s technological development.

At the same time, the regulators should ensure that telecom
operators do not deprive consumers by failing to provide the
best services. After all, the network frequency is considered a
national resource that should serve the best interest of Thais. It
should not be exploited by particular groups of investors.

The regulators should ensure a level playing field in the mar-
ket to promote active participation and protect the interests of
customers after licences are issued.

In short, Thais should receive world-class service from inter-
national players, with accessible coverage and affordable service
fees. They deserve no less.
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- TWO COMMISSIONERS SPEAK ABOUT NBTC'S CRISIS OF FAITH OVER CONTROVERSIAL 3G BIDS

ALL NBTC MEMBERS MUST ANSWER TO SOCIETY: SUPINYA, PRAWIT
2AGLUSTVE INTERVIEW

SUPINYA: Consumer advocate.
National Broadcasting and
Telecommunication
Commission members Supinya
Klangnarong and Prawit
Leesatapornwongsa, who did
not supportthe 3G auction
results, tell Krungthep Turakit
TVhow the regulator faces a
crisis of public faith over the
controversy.

Are you both in the opposition in the
NBTC hecause you don't understand the
husiness or you are black sheep?
Prawit: It's not that we don't
understand the business but
other commissioners don't
understand consumer rights. We
are like the representatives of
consumers in the commission.
Supinya: Fairly allocating fre-
quencies is not easy becalse we
have different perspectives and
mindsets. Besides the business
of telecormmunications and
broadcasting is high stakes
because they bring about high
interests, We realise this fact and
we try to balance state, public
“and private interests. We're not
in the extreme. We want just reg-
ulations because if we pushithe

.‘&# 2 ’ 92
ear’

PRAWIT Public must join this fight.

wrong button from the start, it
will continue to be wrong.
Your car tyres were punctured when you
had just joined the commission. Have
you ever thought that they would mal-
treat you like this?
Prawit: Since | heard that the
NBTC has the image of using
state funds inefficiently, | criti-
cised some projects and those
who felt I'm interfering in their
‘empire" sent a signal that |
should not get involved, so the
incident was the consequence. It
was an outdated, ancient way
that should not have been used
by a commission that looks after
modern businesses. This is only
about 3G, then we will have
1800, 800 and 900 [spectra],
which are worth a lot. | may face
more hurdles. I'm prepared for
that,

For 1800, there are not just three

[companies] but also TOT and
CAT [Telecom]. We must speak
about the truth not the interest,
or who'll gain or who'll lose.

You have also been criticised strongly
for not following meeting etiquette.
Supinya: | was accused of belng
in the minority that doesn't

‘respect the majority. ‘But as a

News ID: C-121022003093 (22 Oct 12/05:42)
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minority member | still have the
right to speak and they should
not stop me. But independent
agencies are not used to criti-
cism. Fortunately ' m a womar
and haven't been harassed seri-
ously. They just feel that I'm
annoying: | can only cry eut net
more than this by tweeting
through Twitter. | don't resort ta.
the media or press conferences.

minority? v,
Supinya; We're not always the
minority but we happen to be
the minority in major issues:
such as returning frequenmes
the NBTC budget and 3G. Our
work will be more difficult
becalise we aren't just having
internal conflicts but now society
has joined us. Other NBTC mem-
bers must answer to society, not
only us

Prawit: Whats happening is
what | wanted. There are 11
game players and the public or

- the media is the audience.

Actually the public is the party
that benefits so they must join
the game. So the minority: in the
meeting is not the minority in
society. If society agrees with us,
we do not feel public pressure.
The [NBTC] majority. on the
other hand faces public pres-
sure. They don't understand
what's happening.

How are you gaing to carryyourselves
after this?

Supinya: We'll carry. on as we

have been. | have been workmg '
in this field for 15-16 years. |

- adhere to my principles. | don't

" know how long we can work in
“this posltlon becalise the organi-
sation is facing heavy scrutiny.
But it's not that since we're fac-
ing a crisis of public faith, then

we must keep our mouths shut |

Are you going to continue to be in the 4

j

and stop criticising our agency.

We must restore public faith in
us [the NBTC].

How should we restore faithin the

agency?
| Prawit: We must stick to the |
principle not to favour operators
and not allow conflicts of interest
or succumb to bribery. v
. From your point of view, are operators

given favours?

)
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 Prawit: Look at the meeting ~ /0
‘agendas, the ones which are
_ beneficial to operators such as
. amending regulations so they |
~can work more conveniently or
‘reducing [the maximum avail-
 able bandwidth of] 3G from
- 20MHZ to 15MHZ, They were: @
i done very fast but whenit's =
‘about consumers such as f.ncm il
| the maximum price in advance p
. then the agen ais stalleel
i ,THENanmN Wb L
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