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GSB ready to sue teachers rejecting revised loan conditions

THE NATION

THE GOVERNMENT Savings Bank
(GSB) has told staff to proceed next
month in filing lawsuits against teach-
ers and other education personnel who
have not agreed to measures relaxing
debt-repayment conditions intro-
duced by the bank in May.

The directive issued to executives
and branch-office directors on
Wednesday comes after 100 teachers
vowed on July 14-to stop repaying loans
from the Funeral Service Welfare Fund
for Teachers and Education Personnel
and the GSB, starting on August 1.

They urged 450,000 other debtors
to join them wunder the Maha
Sarakham Declaration to halt debt
repayments in order to pressure the
government andthe GSB to offer asix-
month moratorium on payment of
instalments.

Theysaid they were willing to repay
their debts, buttheywanted the annu-
al interest rate lowered from the cur-
rent5-7 percenttolpercent, thesame
rate offered to farmers repaying gov-
ernment loans.

Finance Minister Apisak
Tantivorawong said he did not want
the matter to reach a point where the
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bank would have to sue the teachers,
saving it could hurt their standing in
the civil service.

Justice Ministry deputy permanent
secretary Thawatchai Thaikhiew had
said earlier that teachers who failed to
repay loans exceeding Btl million
could be forced into bankruptey for
three years, along with any guaran-
tors.

He said bankruptcy would disqual-
ify the teachers for positions in the
civil service under the Government
Teacher and Education Personnel Act
2004.

Education Minister Teerakiat

Jareonsettasin yesterday said most
government teachers did not agree
with the Maha Sarakham Declaration,

which was announced by a group of

current and retired teachers earlier
this month.

“More than 90 per cent of indebt-
ed teachers have good repayment
records. Just 10 per cent have had
problems repaying,” Teerakiat said.

He said he had heard that the dec-
laration drew such intense criticism
that the group’s members had decid-
ed to backtrack.

“Most of the group members are
retirees,” he said.
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Govt’s fiscal expansion policy to continue to pursue infrastructure projects

WICHIT CHAITRONG
THE NATION

FINANCE MINISTER Apisak
Tantivorawong says the government is
planning key policy actions in the sec-
ond half of the year, ranging from fis-
cal expansion to debt restructuring for
farmers, to further boost the economy
and the country’s competitiveness.

Delivering his keynote speech at
a seminar on “Direction of the SET
Index in the second half 2018" host-
ed by Krungthep Turakij, a sister
newspaper of The Nation, he admit-
ted that public debt would peak in
the next four years but assured it
would be manageable.

Apisak said the government would
continue to implement fiscal expan-
sionin order to invest morein infra-
structure projects.

The government will run a deficit
of Bt450 billion for fiscal year 2019,
which starts in October. It has run
fiscal deficits for the past three
years in order toinvest more in key
transportation projects but he
assured that the public finances
remained sound as public debt was
only 40.4 per cent of gross domestic
praoduct (GDP).

Apisak, however, conceded that
public debt would peak inthe next
four years, at about 48 per cent of
GDP.

Although public debt will further
rise, it will be kept below 60 per cent
of GDP, considered in the safe zone
that would not cause a cashflow
shock, hesaid. Many countriesin
Europe, aswell as Japan and the
United States, have a public debt
exceeding 100 per cent of GDP.

He also said that Thailand could
have a balanced budget in the next 11
years. Apisak expressed his support for
low interest rates in the second half of
the year. "While some economists
want the central bank toraise therate,
| don't agree as inflation remains low,”
he explained.

A rate rise would adversely affect
many people who arejustable to
breathe after being under water for
years, he said.

However, the minister said it was
up to the Bank of Thailand, which is
independent, to decide whether it
wanted to keep the policy rate at the
current 1.5 per cent or raise it.

To address the problem of the low
income of 30 million farmers, Apisak
said he would next week proposea
debt-restructuring plan for farmers to
the Cabinet.

Under the proposal, the state-
owned Bank for Agricultureand
Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC)
would allow farmers 2-3 years of debt
moratorium, subsidised by a budget
allocated by the government.

He said the measure would help
about 2-3 million farmer families with
a principal debt of not more than Bt
300,000 each. The government was
also committed to reforming the farm
sectorin order toincrease its competi-
tiveness in the long term, Apisak stat-
ed.

He said he supported the
Government Savings Bank's debt
restructuring for teachers with a com-
bined debt of Bt450 billion. The GSB
would use its own financial resources
forthis debt restructuring and the
government would not be subsidising
it, he clarified.
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Apisak said he did not agree with
the GSB taking legal action against
teachers, as such amove could dis-
qualify them from a careeras a civil
servant.

The government is reviewing a
tax on motorcycles and also consid-
ering a low tax rate for engines with
low gas emissions but a higher rate
for higher gas emissions, according
to Apisak.

Fuel taxes will also be revised
aimed at reducing pollution, he said.

Apisak promised not to raise value-
added tax from the current 7 percent.
To collect more tax revenue, the
Revenue Department would increase
its efficiency in tax collection but
would notincrease tax rates, he
assured.

Apisak believed that a looming
global trade war between major
economies would have only a limited
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impact on the Thai economy, whichis
estimated to grow 4.5 per cent this

I.

He said he was not worried about
capital outflows from the country
caused by the fear of trade wars and
the US rate hike. He said capital
inflows had been too much inthe past
few years, which had caused the baht
to strengthenand hurt farmers who
got less baht for their exportsdue to
the strong local currency.

He added that the current weaken-
ing of the baht was a boon for farmers.
Pakorn Peetathawatchai, presi-

dent of the Stock Exchange of
Thailand, said investors should
beware market volatility in the second
half of the year.

He, too, was less worried about
capital outflows from the equity mar-
ket, saying that although foreign
investors had sold Thai stocks, their
holdings proportion in Thai stocks
remained at about 30 per cent of total
market capitalisation.

The SET will still play a keyrole in
mobilising funds forinvestment in the
country and neighbouring countries.

The SET will shortly introduce new
financial products to serve investors.
One would be depository receipts,
which would allow investors to indi-
rectly invest in foreign companies, he
said. The other is the Thailand Future
Fund, which will raise funds from
investors forinvestment ininfrastruc-
ture projects, he added.

Meanwhile, Nitinai
Sirismatthakarn, president of Airports
of Thailand (AOT ), said the tour boat
tragedy in Phuket earlier thismonth
would not have a significantimpact
on tourism.
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Apisak sees signs of capital flight end

Outflows’ bright side
includes export hike

WICHIT CHANTANUSORNSIRI

Thailand’s capital flight shows signs of
ending, says Finance Minister Apisak Tan-
tivorawong, reiterating that the country’s
high foreign reserves provide a cushion
against the sell-off by foreign investors.

The capital outflows helped weaken
the baht, he said, and the local currency’s
retreat is a boon for exports, particularly
from the farm sector.

The overall economy has not been
affected by fund outflows because of its
massive foreign reserves, Mr Apisak said.

Capital outflows were spotted in Thai
shares and bonds in recent months, then
accelerated as investors fretted over the US
Federal Reserve’s more hawkish stance on
monetary policy by signalling two more
rate hikes this year

The European Central Bank also plans to
end its bond purchases by year-end, while
tit-for-tat trade tariffs between the US and
China have begun.

Foreign investors cashed out nearly 200
billion baht from the Thai stock market this
year. They sold a net of 34.3 billion baht in
Thai bonds during the April-to-June quarter
but were also net buyers of 4.4 billion in
the first half.

According to Bank of Thailand data,
foreign reserves amounted to US$207.3

billion (6.93 willion baht) as of July 6, up
from $206.8 billion as of June 29 but down
from $209.7 billion a week before.

The baht, which was the second-best-
performingcurrency in Asia lastyear, fell to
its lowest point in more than nine months
at 33.38 to the dollar yesterday. The baht
has dropped 2.4% this year.

Mr Apisak said there was no need to
rush an interest rate hike, as inflation has
just returned to the Bank of Thailand’s
target range.

“Monetary policy is the Bank of Thai-
land’s duty,” he said. “The inflation target
is set in a range of 1-4%, but it has only
been above 1% for a short period, like a
person managing to float just above the
surface of the water. It was below 1% for
three vears, and economists have proposed
rate normalisation, which is like pouring
water to submerge the person. We had been
sinking for a long time, so the central bank

needs to consider whether we are really
above the surface now. The range is a guide-
line, not a rule.”

Mr Apisak said the lingering trade spat
would not affect the Thai economy.

The World Bank recently estimated that
0.5 percentage points would be shaved off
global GDP if the trade rift escalated into
a trade war.

The government will still pursue fiscal
expansion this half to drive the country's
economic growth, Mr Apisak said, adding
that the Thai economy is returning to its
growth potential and embracing the digi-
tal economy shift will beef up the coun-
try's competitiveness.
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A digitally driven economy can help
push the country’s growth potential above
4-5%, Mr Apisak said.

The government has also splashed out
on infrastructure development in the East-
ern Economic Corridor, including upgrad-
ing U-tapaointo a commercial airportand
aviation hub, he said.

Mr Apisak said accelerating state invest-
ment will not affect fiscal stability, adding
that the ratio of public debt to GDP is
expected to peak at 48% in the next four
years, well below the 60% ceiling, The coun-
try’s public debt stood at 40.4% of GDP in
June, he said.

The government is targeted torun a bal-
anced budget for the next 11 years, assum-
ing that GDP expands more than 4% annu-
ally, Mr Apisak said.

Another economic development target
is escaping from the middle-income trap
and achieving developed status, he said.

The NESDB forecasts that it will take
18 years for Thailand to become a high-
income country if the economy expands
at 4% annually and 10 years if that growth
is 5%.

Farm sector reform aimed at boosting
the income of 30 million farmers can help
the country escape the trap, Mr Apisak said.

A proposal to defer debt paymentfor 2-3
years for farmers who owe up to 300,000
baht to the Bank for Agriculture and Agri-
cultural Cooperatives will go before the
cabinet for approval this month, he said.

Some 2-3 million farmers qualify for the
scheme, with the interest rate on their debt
being trimmed by 2-3%, Mr Apisak said.
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