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Abstract- In 2012 the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) funded a research study 
conducted by the Center for Communication Policy Study (CCPS), Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University, Thailand. The 
aims of the research were mainly to examine 1) the factors to determine the number of digital television channels for 
commercial, public and community services; and 2) the guidelines to determine the number of SD and HD channels. The 
CCPS had a number of recommendations proposed to the NBTC for the upcoming digital television transition in Thailand. 
After the launch of the 24 commercial digital terrestrial television in April 2014, the DTV transition has proved to be difficult.  
The NBTC has been accused of failing to comply with regulations in accordance with the Broadcasting Master Plan, thus 
making many viewers unable to access digital channels, and caused a serious loss of channels revenue. After three years, the 
DTV transition in Thailand has still faced many challenges. When looking back to the research conducted by the CCPS in 
2012, it is clear that the recommendations in the research have not been taken sufficiently into account. On the road to digital 
television transition, The NBTC was always blamed for the big part of the DTV transition failure and has not taken serious 
responsibilities. Under the legal contract, the DTV operators have been in difficulties to find their ways out.  
 
Index Terms- digital television transition, Thailand,  
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The major media outlets accessible to Thai people 
include print, broadcast, and online media. Of the four 
groups, broadcasting media play an important role in 
social and economic development in Thailand 
especially terrestrial television or free TV.  
Approximate 63 million or 98% of Thai population 
can access television. Therefore terrestrial television 
has been significantly influential Thais from all 
aspects and also has had impact to their quality of life.  
    Prior to the transition to digital broadcasting, Thai 
people watched (analogue) television about 250 
minutes per day by average [1]. Before the DTV 
auction in 2013 there were  

 

 
Fig. 1: Thailand broadcast television industry 

before 2013 DTV auction 

major six analog terrestrial television channels and 
more than 700 satellite and cable television channels 
in Thailand  
[2].  Among six free terrestrial analog televisions, 
Channel 3 has been granted a concession from the 
Mass Communication Organization of Thailand 
(MCOT) and is operated by the BEC World Public 
Co.Ltd. Channel 5 is operated by the Royal Thai 
Army, while Channel 9 (Modernine) is operated by the 
MCOT Public Company. The government Public 
Relations Department owns and operates Channel 11 
which gives priority to government’s mission, thus 
cannot attract much audience. Thailand also has one 
public television network broadcasting on UHF band: 
 
Thai Public Broadcasting Service, while the other five 
networks mentioned before are broadcasted on VHF 
band.See Fig. 1. The driving force for digital terrestrial 
television transition in Thailand also comes from the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) who 
sets policy and regulatory framework for digital 
terrestrial television broadcasting applied to the 
international community. 
 
Digital television transmission uses available 
bandwidth more efficiently than analog system with 
less interference. It can easily integrate other digital 
services therefore viewers can get more channels with 
a greater variety of content. With ITU support and 
recommendations, analogue switch-off has been 
completed in a number of countries. Thailand has 
agreed to adopt DVB-T2 specification for digital 
television standard in line with most ASEAN 
countries. The analogue terrestrial transmissions 
switched off were scheduled to be as part of the digital 
switchover, which was expected to be completed 
in 2020.  
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Fig. 2: Broadcasting licensing under the first Broadcasting 
Master Plan (2012-2016) 

 
II. THE STARTING PHASE OF DIGITAL 
TELEVISION TRANSITION 
 
Promulgated in accordance with Section 47 of the 
2007 Constitution, the Act on Organization to Assign 
Radio Frequency and to Regulate the Broadcasting 
and Telecommunication Services aka “NBTC Act” 
was enacted in 2010 and resulted in the establishment 
of the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications 
Commission (NBTC) in 2011. NBTC is tasked “to 
distribute the frequencies… and supervise radio or 
television broadcasting and telecommunications 
businesses as provided by the law to utmost public 
benefit,” The act also stipulates that the NBTC shall 
have mandates to put in place a master plan for 
spectrum management and master plans for 
telecommunication and broadcasting in Thailand.  
 
     Among one of seven strategies under the first 
Broadcasting Master Plan (2012-2016) effective on 
April 4, 2012, the NBTC has the mandate to 
implement the transition from analogue to digital 
terrestrial broadcasting in Thailand. The broadcasting 
licensing is categorized into four types of services: 
network, facility, service, and application. The 
broadcasting service is separated into: 1) the service 
using radio frequency (broadcasting) and 2) the 
service not using radio frequency (cable/satellite 
television). The broadcasting service is divided into 
three types: for business, public and community 
purposes. See Fig. 2. 
 
     Section 85 of the NBTC Act also states that an 
allocation of frequency to the community sector for 
the purpose of television broadcasting service shall not 
apply until the digital transmission system is 
prescribed by the NBTC. The first Broadcasting 
Master Plan requires that a digital television system 
will be operating within four years. At least 80% of 
households in large provinces must receive digital TV 
signal by year five.  

III. THE 2012 STUDY ON THE ASSIGNMENT 
OF DIGITAL TERRESTRIAL TELEVISION 
CHANNELS 
 
In preparing for the digital television transition 
process, the NBTC granted a funding to carry out a 
research project on “the assignment of digital 
terrestrial television channels.” The research was 
conducted in 2012 by the Center for Communication 
Policy Study (CCPS), Sukhothai Thammathirat Open 
University. 
 
Specified by the NBTC, the research mainly examined 
1) the factors to determine the proper number of digital 
television channels classified for commercial, public 
and community services; and 2) the guidelines to 
determine the number of SD and HD channels. The 
research adopted both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. The qualitative part used key informants 
and focus group interviews. The interview participants 
comprised 22 experts from academia and broadcast 
industry. Moreover, the two focus group interviews 
were conducted on a group of community radio 
broadcasters and a group of local cable TV operators. 
The research results showed that: 1) the factors to 
determine the number of digital television channels 
included economic, social and technological factors; 
and 2) the proposed guidelines to determine the 
number of SD and HD television channels could be 
considered in three ways: a) allow a limited number of 
HD channels; b) transfer all channels to HD; and c) 
determine by market mechanism. 
 
Additionally, a survey was conducted on 200 people in 
Bangkok during the same period. The survey results 
showed that: more than half of survey respondents 
(54.0%) have heard about terrestrial digital television; 
58% acknowledged that Thailand was in transition 
period from analogue to digital television; and most of 
respondents (70.9%) had the perception on benefits of 
digital television. 
  
The CCPS proposed recommendations for the NBTC 
including [2]:  
 
     1) the NBTC should have clear criteria for DTV 
channel classification. Failure in doing so could lead 
to problems in the future;  
     2) Today viewers can access many more television 
outlets than in the past. DTV might not be as popular 
as expected;  
     3) The auction price of DTV should not be too 
high. Since the investors could invest in various media 
platforms, therefore DTV might not be so attractive as 
predicted. 
     4) The NBTC should focus on DTV program 
quality, rather than the amount of channels or 
technology choices. Public and community services 
should be supported in order to build sustainable 
quality society. 
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     5) Competition assessment should be undertaken 
carefully to make the right decision in classifying the 
number of DTV channels. 
     6) Audience research should be conducted 
intensively in order to get people’s knowledge and 
opinion about digital television, as well as their needs 
for programs and services. This would lead to more 
audience’s participation, and reducing obstacles in the 
process of digital television transition. 
 
     7) In order to classify the number of DTV channels 
in Thailand, the NBTC should take normative theory 
approach as a guideline of implementation. The NBTC 
should support freedom of expression among people; 
diversity of ownership, channels, programs, opinion, 
cultural contents.The NBTC should provide universal 
access to DTV for all people, especially the elderly 
and disadvantages. 

 
Fig. 3. Digital TV channels in Thailand 

 
IV. THE 2013 DIGITAL TELEVISION AUCTION 
 
The total number of digital TV channels designated by 
the NBTC comprise 12 public channels, 12 
community channels, and 24 commercial channels. 
The NBTC began its auction for 24 commercial digital 
TV licenses in December 26, 2013. 
The auctions generated a total of 50.9 billion baht with 
winning bids averaging 2.3 times the starting price. 
The 24 commercial channels were: seven 
news channels, seven SD variety channels, seven 
HD variety channels, and three 
children’s channels. See Fig. 3. 
After the launch of the 24 commercial digital 
terrestrial television in April 2014, the transition has 
proved to be difficult.  As part of the DTV transition 
process, the NBTC distributed the coupons to increase 
the number of viewers. There are three types of 
coupons: one is used to exchange for a set-top box 
which costs 690 baht; the second is used as a discount 
to buy a set-top box which costs more than 690 baht; 
and the third is used as a discount to buy a digital TV 
set.The DTV set-top box distribution was targeted at 
22 million households nationwide, but it was 
estimated that there were only 8.5 million households 
who really exchanged/used them. The NBTC was 
accused of failing to comply with regulations in 
accordance with the Broadcasting Master Plan, thus 

making many viewers unable to access digital 
channels, and caused a serious loss of channels 
revenue. Currently, two DTV channels have stopped 
their operation completely due to their too high risk to 
continue.  
Thai TV Co. was the first operator to throw in the 
towel in late 2015. The licenses of its two channels, 
Loca’s children and Thai TV news, have been 
revoked.On August 24, 2015 five digital television 
operators, namely GMM One, GMM channel, PPTV, 
Thairath TV, and Bright TV had joined hands to file a 
lawsuit against the NBTC on a similar ground that the 
regulator failed to discharge its duties in conjunction 
with a smooth transition from the analogue to digital 
terrestrial television (including network, coupons, and 
regulations). The DTV operators accused that the 
NBTC “misled them to take part in the auction,” and 
made them pay the auction price a lot higher than the 
actual price. The operators asked for a total 
compensation of 9,550 billion baht plus a 7.5% annual 
interest rate for damage incurred. 
 
V. THE CURRENT SITUATION OF DIGITAL 
TELEVISION TRANSITION  
 
Along with the process of digital television transition, 
Thailand’s digital television implementation has faced 
many challenges. When looking back to the research 
conducted by the CCPS in 2012 “the assignment of 
digital terrestrial television channels,” it is clear the 
recommendations in the research have not been taken 
sufficiently into account. 
 
1) The NBTC did not have clear criteria for DTV 
channel  
classification. Different type of DTV channel has 
unequal value. The starting auction price of a variety 
HD channel was 1,510 million baht while a variety SD 
channel was 380 million baht. The starting auction 
price of a news channel was 220 million baht while a 
family/kids channel was 140 million baht. Fierce 
competition has driven the auction price too high, up 
to 7-8 times of the starting amount in some channels. 
Since today viewers could access various media 
platforms than in the past, the investment was now 
seen not worth the price. Many DTV channels are 
struggling to survive in the highly competitive 
industry. 
     2) After the high-cost auction and the operation of 
digital TV, the viewers sometimesfound it problematic 
to differentiate the content broadcast on each channel. 
Many channels broadcast variety programs including 
news and entertainment to attract more viewers. It is 
not clear that how the NBTC monitor and differentiate 
the type of content broadcast on each DTV channel. 
     3) From the beginning the NBTC focused on the 
number of DTV channels or technology choices, 
rather than program quality. Therefore the quality 
programs broadcast on today 22 commercial DTV 
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channels seem to be limited, and the NBTC still lacks 
of effective measure to cope with.  
4) Most viewers lack knowledge and are unconcern 
about digital television transition. Even though the 
NBTC has put a lot of PR funding and effort to solve 
the problems, the audience participation seems lower 
than expected, and the NBTC has always been blamed 
for the big part of the DTV transition failure and has 
not taken serious responsibilities.  
 
After three years of digital television transition, the 
number of DTV viewers has increased gradually. 
From April 2014 – December 2015 the number of 
DTV viewers have increased from  9% to 38%, while 
the number of analog TV viewers have decreased from 
91% to 62%. In 2016 television household penetration 
in Thailand via analog – DTV – cable/satellite 
platforms represent 26% - 15% - 76% respectively. 
See Fig. 4.& 5. 

 
Fig. 4. Share of TV Viewers in Thailand 2014-2015 

 

 
Fig. 5. TV Penetration in Thailand 2016 

 
However the digital television operators in Thailand 
are still struggling with intense competition. In 
November 2016, Amarin Printing and Publishing Plc 
has sold 200 million shares to Vadhanabhakdi Co., 
owned by Thai Beverage Tycoon, Charoen 
Sirivadhanabhakdi.  The total value of 850 million 
baht transaction would lead to the buyer acquiring 
47.62% stake and the new funds will be used to further 
invest in Amarin’s digital TV business including 
license payment and TV programs production. It was 
believed worthwhile for Amarin to get a strategic 
partner with deep  

pockets and experience in running business under 
thecurrent stiff competition of the digital television 
industry[4].In December 2016, ONE Enterprise Co., 
Ltd., a subsidiary of GRAMMY, announced that it 
would issue 19.05 million shares with a PAR value of 
100 billion Baht to Prananporn Co., Ltd. In order to be 
able to increase the capital for business expansion and 
competition in the digital television market in the 
future. After the merger, Prananporn Co. will hold 
50% stake in ONE Enterprise, and Prananporn 
representative will be director of One Enterprise[5].  
There is a little promising sign for the operators at a 
current situation of digital television transition in 
Thailand.In December 2016, the National Council for 
Peace and Order (NCPO), has exercised Section 44 of 
the interim constitution to relieve the payment burden 
for DTV operators. Under the NCPO's order, 
digital TV operators were allowed to extend 
theirpaymentof the remaining DTV auction fee 
instalments from three to six periods, with 1.5% 
annual interest.Additionally, the NCPO ordered the 
NBTC to pay satellite network rental service under 
Must Carry Rule for 22 commercial and 4 public DTV 
operators in order that the satellite TV can be able to 
transmit the DTV signal to the viewersfor the period of 
three years. The amount of payment is 2.5 billion 
bahtwill be transferred from the Broadcasting and 
Telecommunications Research and Development 
Fund for the Public Interest [5]. 
Although Thailand’s Broadcasting Commission 
(NBTC) has distributed 13.5 million free digital TV 
coupons to Thai households in 2014 and 2015, but the 
number of households redeeming the coupons is still 
problematic(see Fig. 6) and many digital TV operators 
complained that their operations generated 
lower-than-expected revenue because of coupon 
distribution delays. In January 2017, the NBTC 
launched its second phase to distribute the coupons  
 

 
Fig. 6: Digital TV coupon Scheme 

 
Source: adapted from 
http://www.yozzo.com/news-and- 
information/media-broadcasting/tough-year-ahead-for
- 
digital-tv-in-thailand. 
 
for digital television transition. The 3.98 million 
coupons worth 690 baht each are being sent to target 
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households and can be redeemed from March 2 to Sept 
2, 2017. The eligible households include [7]: 1) the 
1.17 million registered households that missed out in 
the earlier phase; 2) 407,162 newly registered 
households, which were registered after Sept 16, 2014; 
3) 1.87 million households that have no heads of 
household for both permanent and temporary housing 
registrations; and 4) 531,531 families that have 
temporary housing registrations with heads of 
households. The second phase of coupon distribution 
will make more Thais accessible to digital television 
programs, thus facilitating the ASO (Analog Switch 
Over) process by the deadline of 2020 and help digital 
TV operators expand their broadcast coverage. 
 
VI. THE FUTURE OF DIGITAL TELEVISION 
IN THAILAND 
 
Among the current 22 commercial digital TV 
channels, the top three channels with a strong 
viewership ratings include Channel 7, Channel 3, and 
Workpoint TV[8].After three years of operation, there 
will be more merger and acquisition from the year 
2017 onward. Competition in Thailand’s digital 
television industrywill continue to be fierce because 
the huge number of operatorswill have to find their 
strategic partners to help ease their financial burdens 
and strengthen their operation in the future, like 
Amarin, and One Channel in 2016.The competition 
will not only play a major role withinDTVindustry, 
but also across other platforms, such as cable/satellite 
television and online television service. 
In 2012 the NBTC funded the CCPS study on “the 
assignment of digital terrestrial television channels,” 
but it is clear the recommendations in the research 
have not been taken sufficiently into account. The 
NBTC has been blamed by the broadcasters for its 
clumsy effort and failure to resolve the DTV 
problems. In order to survive in the new media 
landscape, the digital television operators may have to 

look for a variety of television outlets. The Internet can 
be an opportunity that changes the ways of distribution 
and content consumption, especially among the 
younger generation.  Over-the-top TV (OTT) can be 
used to attract existing television viewers. The DTV 
broadcasters may have to plan for slimmer 
programming bundles, video-on-demand, 
multi-screen, and interaction with audience. Even 
though television viewers are now in the phase of 
cord-cutting, but the quality program content may be 
the best strategy to attract niche audience. 
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