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Meetmg prioritises household debt issue

5
L

...,/

The Euvemment Huusmg Bank’s booth at Money Expo 2024. The bank has been instructed to extend the home loan
repayment period up to a maximum age of 85 among borrowers. VARUTH HIRUNYATHEB

PHUSADEE ARUNMAS

The economic cabinet has directed the
Finance Ministry and the Bank of Thai-
land to expedite addressing household
debt, particularly bad debts in housing,
cars, motorcycles, credit cards and stu-
dent loans as the economy has yet to
see clear signs of recovery.

Speaking after the economic min-
isters’ meeting chaired by Prime Min-
ister Srettha Thavisin held yesterday,
Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira
said the premier had given instruc-
tions to related agencies to speed
up addressing the economic down-

turn due to the lack of clear signs
of recovery.

The biggest issue is the bad debt
problem in the household sector
and small and medium-sized enter-
prises, particularly the critical house-
hold debt.

Currently, household debt stands at
13.6 trillion baht, accounting for 90% of
GDP, with around 1 trillion baht being
bad debt, and this is likely to increase
as more debts are at risk of becoming
bad (special mention or SM loans),
with half of this debt related to hous-
ing and cars, and others such as credit
card debt.

News ID: C- 240716001027(16]u| 24/04:33)

SM loans are defined as those over-
due by 30-90 days, while non-perform-
ing loans (NPLs) are those in which
the borrower is in default and has not
paid the monthly principal and inter-
est repayments for more than 90 days.

To address bad debt in the hous-
ing sector, the Government Housing
Bank has been instructed to extend the
home loan repayment period up to a
maximum age of 85 among borrowers.

The scheme seeks to extend the
mortgage instalment plan for civil
servants to age 85 and individuals to
age 80, up from the current benchmark
ot 60-70.
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If the mortgage tenure is extended,
theinstalmentamountwould decrease.

Extending the home loan repayment
period would help ease the burden of
homebuyers amid high expenses and
living costs.

Mr Pichai said the government will
also ask commercial banks to assist
borrowers struggling with repay-
ments by extending the debt period
and reducing principal payments.

For bad debts related to cars and
motorcycles that have already been
repossessed, provisions for bad debts
will be made and the total debtamount
should be reported in the next meet-
ing, he said.

Regarding credit card debt, the
system has 24 million credit cards, with
1.4 million in debt, and thisis expected
to increase to 2-3 million cards.

To address this problem, the Bank

of Thailand will be asked to coordi-
nate with credit card companies to
reduce the minimum payment from
the current 8% to 5%, with plans for
further adjustments.

Mr Pichai said the measures to
address bad debt will be implemented
as quickly as possible, as the govern-
ment wants to reduce, extend and
manage debt, helping the economy
to gradually recover.

News ID: C-240716001027 (16 Jul 24/04:33)
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PM gives
-wallet
start date

Registration set to
kick off on Aug 1

PHUSADEE ARUNMAS
MONGKOL BANGPRAPA

Registration for the 10,000-baht digital
wallet handout will kick off on Aug
1, according to Prime Minister Sret-
tha Thavisin.

The prime minister revealed the
date on X yesterday as the Digi-
tal Wallet Policy Committee met to
discuss preparations for registering
eligible recipients and vendors for
the scheme.

He said agencies concerned were
also instructed to introduce meas-
ures to address irregularities and
thoroughly review eligibility if the
scheme’s conditions were breached.

Mr Srettha said the handout
involves massive spending to stimu-
late the economy, so the government
must look into all legal concerns and
technical issues to ensure everything
is above board.

“The implementation of the
scheme will take some time, but the
people will not be stood up,” the prime
minister wrote.

Deputy Finance Minister Jula-
pun Amornvivat, who chairs a sub-
committee working on the details of

the handout, said the main commit-
tee agreed with the proposal not to
borrow from the Bank for Agricul-
ture and Agricultural Cooperatives
(BAAC).

He said the committee also agreed
with the proposed scaling down of the
programme from 500 billion baht to
450 billion baht, adding that despite
the change, it would have a positive
impact on the economy.

Mr Julapun said that funding for the
project would come from two sources
— the 2024 fiscal budget (165 billion
baht) and the 2025 fiscal budget (258
billion baht).

Previously, the government said it
planned to disburse 172 billion baht of
funds from the BAAC for the scheme
as one of three main sources of fund-
ing for the digital wallet programme.

However, obtaining a loan from the
BAACtofinancethe projectwould run
into legal hurdles. BAAC law says the
bank can only provide financial help
to farmers and not offer its loans as
economic stimulus.

Mr Julapun noted that the scheme
still covers 50 million people, but
the amount is set at 450 billion baht,
following reviews of previous gov-
ernment projects, which showed
that approximately 90% of eligible
people registered.

“We followed the advice of agen-
cies concerned about budget spend-

ing and agreed to trim the project cost.
However, if the number of registered
people exceeds 90%, we have budg-
etary mechanisms to deal with it,"
he said.

He said the committee also con-
sidered several proposals, including
whether vendors who were found
to have breached the conditions of
previous state projects should not be
allowed to participate.

Mr Julapun said the main com-
mittee also approved the so-called
“Negative List” and asked the Com-
merce Ministry to considerif firearms
products should be included.

The products currently not cov-
ered by the Negative List are electri-
cal appliances, electronic devices or
communication devices.

He insisted that despite the change
to the funding sources, the money
would be distributed by the last quar-
ter of this year. The prime minister will
announce the details of the scheme on
July 24, he added.

Meanwhile, the chief government
whip, Wisut Chainaroon, said yes-
terday that a bill to allow the spend-
ing of 122 billion baht from the 2024
fiscal budget to fund the digital wal-
lets would be tabled for a House
debate tomorrow.

He said the House is expected to
spend about five days examining the
bill in the first reading, adding that
the government MPs will try their
best to speed up the scrutiny process
and pass the draft legislation as soon
as possible.

Mr Wisut shrugged off the opposi-
tion camp’s plan to seek the Adminis-
trative Court’s intervention if the bill
was passed.

“We'll expedite the examination
because the people need the money.
I believe the scheme can stimulate the
grassroots economy,” he said.

The Digital Government Agency,
which isresponsible for digital ID reg-
istration, said the registration system
for the digital wallets via the Tang Rat
app is 100% ready.
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Don’t tamper
with SSF

he Srettha government is considering various

measures to resuscitate the country’s econ-

omy, including reducing financial contribu-

tions to the Social Security Fund (SSF) — the

state pension and welfare fund for millions of
workers and retirees.

But this is a desperate and short-sighted move that
will not help the economy rebound. Worse, it risks
undermining the SSF's financial sustainability.

The cabinet already has a proposal to cut the monthly
contribution rate for employers and workers, The
government is trying to reduce the monthly contribu-
tion from 5% to 2.5% for three months initially, while
the government contribution remains unchanged at
2.75%. Perhaps the only positive outcome is that the
government can claim credit for helping manufacturers
cut costs.

Such a proposal is the brainchild of Pichai Chun-
havajira, the finance minister.

The big question is whether the solution is scratch-
ing in the right place. After all, the current economic
contraction is the final symptom of structural problems
that only sweeping fundamental reforms can heal.

[ndeed, the government does not have to turn to
SSF pension money. It can provide special financial
assistance for laid-off workers. To help employers, the

ot Limited | 888/178 Ploenchit Road, 17* Fla

their technology
and innovation,

To make Thai busi-
nesses competitive,
the government must
enable it to compete
with competitors, espe-

Instead of trying
to reduce monthly

contributions, the

government must cially cheap products
do the opposite. from countries like
China.
Past governments

have skipped paying monthly contributions to the SSF
during economic crises or, more recently, the Covid-
19 pandemic.

The government still needs to pay 71.4 billion baht
to the SSE What the government should do is to clear
this massive debt. Instead of trying to reduce monthly
contributions, the government must do the opposite.

Guardrails are needed to prevent policymakers from
using the SSF as a quick fix to appease workers and
employers.

Meanwhile, the SSF is facing an existential crisis, with
economic and academic experts warning that it may
not be sufficient to handle long-term payments for old-
age pensions.

The Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) has urged the govern-
ment to increase its additional overall contribution to
18%, up from the current 12.75%, and write off the 71.4
billion baht.

Without more subscribers and more contributions
from members and the government, the estimated
revenue per net expenditure of the fund will be less than
the benchmark of the global state pension fund.

If the government keeps suspending or reducing
contributions, the SSF may not have enough money to
pay retirees and various expenditures such as accidents,
illness, unemployment, and retirement payments.

Thailand is becoming an elderly society, and it seri-
ously needs a decent state pension system. The first
step to this is a responsible government that boosts SSF
contributions and encourages workers to become SSF
members — not the other way around.
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