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Headline: SIM registration rule will shrink Thai mobile market

But move is positive for efforts to combat fraud and tighten national security, says BMI

SIM registration rule will shrink Thai mobile market

he National Broadcasting and

T Telecommunications Comimis-

sion (NBTC) is introducing new
biometric authentication measures for
SIM card registration to combat unau-
thorised SIM cards and online scams.
The regulator is also cracking down on
unauthorised SIM dealers, with viola-

tors facing severe penalties.

We believe the development will cer-
tainly have an impact on our mobile
subscriber forecasts for Thailand, given

THAI MOBILE

Subscriber and penetration growth
projections 2024-34

B Mobile Subscribers ('000) (LHS)

Mobile Penetration / 100 People (RHS)

: - 100,000 140
the country’s large base of prepaid
SIM cards (over 50% of all subscribers) 80,000 - l l L 130
that would be exposed to the registra- 60.000 -
tion mandate. ' - 120
Our current projections are for 2025 40,000 -
to end with 94 million mobile subscrip- | F110
X 5% 20,000
tions but nowwe anticipate a 19% con-
traction that would bring the market to 0- - 100

77.8 million.

Our forecast is largely informed
by the fact that the penetration rate
of mobile subscribers per every 100

people should be brought closer to
100% once the SIM registration man-
date closes.

multi-SIM usage practices may still
be widespread.

We note that our contraction expec-
tations will be revised throughout the
year, largely due to the unpredictable
nature of SIM registration exercises,
which in the Philippines resulted in a
25% mobile market contraction in 2024.
Deadline extensions, amendments
to the legislation and the intensity of
multi-SIM ownership riskare all down-
sides to the accuracy of our projection.

Over the long term, the market is
expected to rebound towards a penetra-
tion rate of 131% in 2034, equivalent to
91.6 million subscribers. Some emerg-
ing markets have introduced multiple
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Source: BMI forecast based on data from NBTC, Operators

According to our current estimates, Our current tion mandates as a fist tool to combat
Thailand has a mobile penetration rate . . fraud and scams.
close to 140%. Post-SIM registration, pr0]ectlons are for These regulations also introduce
we expect this to fall to 111% as lawful 2025 to end with some degree of risk for operators, who

2025f
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94 million mobile
subscriptions but
now we anticipate
a 19% contraction
to 77.8 million.

SIM registration exercises in recent
years, so it may be the case that our
forecasts would need torevised further.

Biometric SIM registration is a
market-growth risk we see becoming

2020f

2030f
2031f
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2034f
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more widespread over the course of
the decade. Telecoms regulators are
increasingly resorting to SIM registra-

would incur additional costs to verify
their subscribers and ensure their
mobile base complies with NBTC rules.

This, however, is a short-term
squeeze on margins due to the tempo-
rary nature of SIM registration man-
dates. Concurrently, failure to comply
with the NBTC’s guidelines may cause
mobile network operators to incur sub-
stantial fines.

This commentary is published by BMI, a
Fitch Solutions Company, and is not a
comment on Fitch Ratings’ Credit
Ratings. Any comments or data included
in the report are solely derived from BMI
and independent sources.
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Border power cut, but problems remain

Myamar’s Myawaddy township is seen from Thailand’s Mae Sot district in Tak province in 2022. Thai authorities cut electricity, oil, and some internet

signals to the area last week after the government found that the utilities had been used by scammers and traffickers. BANGKOK POST

COMMENTARY

Kavi

Chongkittavorn

ooray. After nearly a fortnight of to-
and-fro brinkmanship and passing
the buck among Thai agencies, the
Thai government finally cut power
to five border towns in Myanmar
last week.

But the supply-cutting was too little, too
late, and undertaken without any contingency
plans, with hospitals and legitimate trade
along the border also affected.

It remains an enigma why the Provincial
Electric Authority (PEA) did not cut the
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power supply months ago without waiting
for a growing public and international outcry
that Thailand is becoming a transit point for
human trafficking and scam operators.

It must be recalled that PEA briefly cut
the power supply last year and subsequently
reconnected it to contractors.

The latest supply cut should be seen as
a small step on a long journey combatting
transnational crime along Thailand’s border
areas.

The action was taken after Interior Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul asked the National Secu-
rity Council (NSC) on Jan 31 about the latest
situation regarding five electricity trading
points along the Thailand-Myanmar border.

Subsequently, the electricity supply was cut
off in five locations where many scam centres
are located: the Second Thai-Myanmar
Friendship Bridge and Ban Huay Muang, both
in Myawaddy, Three Pagodas in Payathongzu,
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Ban Mueang Daeng, and the First Thai-Myan-
mar Friendship Bridge both in Tachileik.

It is an open secret that responsible agen-
cies have acknowledged for a while that the
unusually high electricity consumption from
these rural border towns and the energy con-
sumption might have been used in these drug
trafficking networks, money laundering, call
centre scams, human trafficking, and other
criminal activities.

Now, the question remains of why the
Thai border bureaucracy persistently kicked
the can down the road and failed to act. Mr
Anutin’s letter prompted a meeting on Feb 3
at Government House, quickly resulting in the
decision to suspend power.

Before the decision was made, the buck-
passing among the PEA, the NSC and respon-
sible agencies with their silo cultures added
more problems to an already sinister issue.

It is demoralising that each agency seems to
display a variety of standards for responding
to threats affecting national security.

For example, Trairat Viriyasirikul, acting
secretary-general of the National Broadcast-
ing and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC), was quoted as saying on Feb 5 that
the NBTC could not abruptly cut off the
internet because “it is unclear that users in
Myanmar were using the internet to commit
crimes’.

It is pivotal that all intra-agencies come
together, stay on the same page and work on a
comprehensive plan. So far, their fragmented
approaches have allowed criminal elements
to infiltrate and exploit their loopholes.

The surge in human trafficking also partly
results from the Thai Immigration Bureau'’s
suspension of the TM6 form, which was previ-
ously required at entry points. The bureau
suspended this form for three consecutive
years to ease congestion at international air-
ports and promote tourism.

The suspension of TM6 has created new
problems, making it more difficult for the
authorities to track down the locations of
culprits when crimes occur.

The bureau hopes to use a Thailand Digital
Arrival Card linked to all concerned agen-
cies through specially designed apps. This is
expected to be operational in May, while the
authorities will reactivate TM6 this April.

The rise of scam centre operators is also
linked to the inability of the military junta in
Nay Pyi Taw to take control of the country’s
territory along the Thai-Myanmar border.
Since the 1027 Operation in 2023, the military
junta has lost territory to resistance forces.
The ethnic armed groups are no longer as
docile as Thailand would have thought.
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The NSC has been tasked with studying the
issue and recommending preventive meas-
ures and solutions due to electricity sales to
neighbouring countries.

Following the cutting of power, the Border
Guard Force (BGF) has been more willing to
cooperate with the Thai government. One
day after the power was severed, the BGF

handed over 61 human trafficking victims to
Thai authorities. They comprised people from
China, Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Kazakh-
stan, Ethiopia and Pakistan.

As long as the Myanmar crisis continues,
the conflict between the junta and ethnic
armed groups will rage, creating a power
vacuum along the border areas.

Continued suppression, with cooperation
from Nay Pyi Taw as well as China, is essential
to clamp down on scam operators and other
cross-border crimes.

It must be said that China plays a big role in
taking down the scammers.

Beijing has urged Bangkok to cut off power,
water, and internet access to disrupt scam
operations in Myawaddy. Previously, China
has also pressured Myanmar to combat scam
operators who have lured hundreds of Chi-
nese victims to its northern border.

Most of these scam centres have since
moved southward, bringing trafficked Chinese
and other foreign workers with them.

Myawaddy has been a major target due to
its large-scale operations involving trafficked
international workers.

Before Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shi-
nawatra visited Beijing last week, Thailand
and China agreed there must be tangible pro-
gress before she met with Chinese President
Xi Jinping.

The decision provided good optics for
their close relationship. The cooperation will
intensify in the coming months, especially in

intelligence and data exchanges.

As for Thailand’s reputation, the news
headlines have tarnished the country’s
enhanced record regarding human trafficking.

The previous government spent several
years improving its record on trafficking
and slave labour to gain acceptance and
legitimacy from the international community.
The Prayut administration must be cred-
ited for prosecuting wrongdoers, including
senior military officers involved in human
trafficking.

The upcoming Trafficking In Persons report
will likely downgrade Thailand’s performance
from Tier 2, since 2021, to Tier 2 Watch list.

Furthermore, the scammer scandal also
came at the worst time, as Thailand is taking
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up a seat on the UN Human Rights Council
beginning this year and continuing until 2027.
Human trafficking has become the latest stain
on the country’s human rights record.

Pheu Thai politicians must work together
with the Thai military to continue to deal with
the BGF and ethnic armed groups along the
Thai border, making it clear that such illicit
activities under their controlled areas will not
be tolerated.

Similarly, provincial officials and mecha-
nisms must be ready to handle an influx of
Myanmar people living across the border due
to the power cuts.

Kavi Chongkittavorn is a veteran journalist on
regional affairs.
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Myanma
to stay in
the dark

Govt: No let up until
scammers caught

MONGKOL BANGPRAPA
CHAIRITH YONPIAM

The government insisted yesterday its
priority is to protect Thais from call-
centre gangs, and it will not be influ-
enced by protests calling for a boycott
of Thai goods following the cutting of
power, fuel and internet services to the
five border areas where these criminal
networks are based.

Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai said the protesters are
free to express their frus-
tration, but their rallies
will not affect the gov-
ernment’s decision to
disconnect electricity,
fuel and the internet in
Tachileik, Myawaddy
and Payathonzu border
regions of Myanmar.

“They [the gangs]
should think carefully
because they depend on
consumer goods from
Thailand. Without that
food, they would have to take care
of themselves.

“We stand firm on these measures.
Our focus is on the problem facing
Thailand. This issue must be solved
decisively,” Mr Phumtham, who also
serves as defence minister, said.

According to the minister, the
number of protesters was limited,
and the government is already taking
action to secure the elimination of the
scam centres in Myanmar to protect
the Thai people.

However, there are reports that
while the communities themselves
have been left in the dark, entertain-
ment venues and gangland scam cen-
tres have their own generators and
remain open, lights on.

Thai authorities are also crack-
ing down on the smuggling of fuel
and solar panels to the border areas
of Myanmar.

Mr Phumtham said that he would
visit Payathonzu tomorrow and
Poipet, where a Thai man recently
fell to his death from a tall building
occupied by the crooks, on Sunday to
observe the situation before making

any further decisions.

“Power, fuel and the internet
could also be cut off to other border
areas proven to be involved with the
scammers,” said Mr Phumtham.

National Telecom (NT) president
Col Sanphachai Huvanandana said
the company had cut international
communication signals to the five
border areas on Friday.

He said further action could still be
ordered by the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commis-
sion (NBTC) and the National Cyber
Security Agency (NCSA).

Pol Lt Gen Yingyos Thepcham-
nong, commissioner of the Pro-
vincial Police Region 2, said that a

CREAT

ax

Phumtham: Wants
cuts in more areas

crackdown is underway to dismantle
cross-border call centre
gangs operating along the
Thai-Cambodian border.
The operation follows
aninvestigation that con-
firmed that gangs based
in Poi Pet have been
using Thai telephone
and internet networks to
carry out their scams.
He said the crack-
down is a collaboration
between the bureau
and the NBTC launched
in January this year to curb human
smuggling, particularly those traffick-
ing individuals to work for scams and
open proxy bank accounts.

Pol Lt Gen Yingyos said the crack-
down targets SIM boxes, which are
installed at multiple locations on the
Cambodian side of the border. These
devices are used by criminal networks
to make calls via the internet and
make them appear as though the calls
are originating from within Thailand.

Meanwhile, the Myanmar military
reportedly launched a series of raids
from Wednesday to Friday of last
week targeting illegal online gambling
operations in Lashio, located in the
northern part of Shan state.

More than 80 people, including
Vietnamese, Chinese, and Myanmar
nationals, were rounded up in the
operation, which is part of broader
efforts to combat cross-border crimi-
nal networks.

Authorities seized equipment and
items from thelocations, including 260
mobile phones, 120 computers, seven
sets of Starlink Wi-Fi devices, power
generators and numerous vehicles.
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