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B,?}estlin bus delivery derailed

The delivery of 100 natural gas vehicle
(NGV) air-conditioned buses by Best-
lin Group to the Bangkok Mass Transit
Authority (BMTA) is unlikely to proceed
as planned because the buses are still being
held by customs officials at Laem Chabang
~ port in Chon Buri.
. BMTA director Surachai Eamvachira-
sakul said Bestlin, the winning bidder of a
i contract to supply the authority with NGVs,
' has yet to secure the release of the buses
after the company's alleged efforts to evade
import taxes that saw them confiscated. So
it is highly unlikely the delivery will take
place on Dec 29 as specified in the contract,
he said. More details would emerge in the
week, he added.

The Customs Department accused
Super Zara Co, which handles import
procedures for Bestlin, of manipulating
procedures to make the buses appear as
though they were manufactured in and

. imported from Malaysia, in order to reap
a tax-exemption benefit based on Asean’s

free-trade agreement. The buses were in
fact made in China.

“We've been informed the company is
mobilising funds to pay the taxes and fines
and get the buses released. The delivery will
be delayed,’ he said.

Bestlin won the bid to supply 489 new”
NGV air-conditioned buses to the BMTA
by Dec 29 this year. However, the first
batch of 100 buses was impounded by cus-
toms authorities for the alleged customs
tax evasion. ,

The department has demanded a pay-
ment of 370 million baht in taxes and fines
to release the buses.

Mr Surachai said the company is liable
to a daily fine of 17,000 baht apiece for the
delay and the fine will be deducted from
the deposit of 330 million baht made by
the firm. Asked whether the contract would
be scrapped if it is ruled the buses origi-
nated from China, he said authorities are
reviewing the issue and no conclusion has
been reached.
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CU;tums officials seized sildenafil acetate pills and foreign cigarettes after cracking d

B130bn in contraband medicine and cigarettes seized

[

Gt

WICHIT CHANTANUSORNSIRI <

The Customs Department has seized more
than 130 million baht worth of medicine
and foreign cigarettes as part of a concerted
effort to crack down on smuggled, counter-
feit and unpaid tax products.

Some 120 million baht in medicine was
seized, along with another 12 million baht
in smuggled cigarettes, director-general
Kulit Sombatsiri said in a statement.

The medicine had been produced in
India and flown to Singapore before being
delivered to Thailand by ship.

Over 2 million pills of sildenafil soft gel
capsules and other medicines were seized
by the Customs Department as they were
shipped to Thailand without licences,
he said.

O

jown on sm

i

uggled, counterfeit and unpaid tax products. PAWAT LAOPAISARNTAKSIN

He added that the importers had made
false declarations in terms of type, volume
and weight, which breached sections 99
and 27 of the Customs Act.

Only companies that have received
licences from the Food and Drug Admin-
istration can import sildenafil, taken to treat
erectile dysfunction, to Thailand.

Mr Kulit said 6.32 million cigarettes
were also smuggled into Thailand without
evidence of customs and excise tax duty
payment, violating Section 27 and 27 (bi)
of the Customs Act.

The illegal cigarette packages were
sealed with tax stamps from China, where
they had been manufactured.

if the cigarettes had not been seized,
they might have been sold on the market
immediately, said Mr Kulit.




The statement said the Customs Depart-
ment will continue to tighten inspections
to catch imported goods on which tax
payments have been avoided, in accord-
ance with the policies of the department’s
director-general.

In the last fiscal year, ending Sept 30,
2016, the Customs Department managed
113 raids on those who had smuggled ciga-
rettes worth 11.6 million baht, according to
Customs Department data.

Customs officials arrested 43 people
each in October and November and seized
cigarettes worth 5.36 million baht and 4.54
million, respectively.

The number of nabbed cigarette smug-
glers in December declined to 27 and the
value of contraband also fell to 1.69 mil-
lion baht.

Earlier this month, the Customs Depart-
ment ordered Bestlin Group, which was
contracted by the Bangkok Mass Transit
Authority to procure natural gas vehicles,
to pay 370 million baht to retrieve the
first lot of 100 vehicles, after the company
was found to have improperly imported
the buses and declared the import tax
on them.

The buses were imported from China
to Malaysia by sea before being shipped
to Thailand. '

The company had manipulated the
import process to make the buses appear
as though they had been made in and
imported from Malaysia.

Bestlin was attempting to reap a
tax exemption from the Asean’s free-
trade agreement.
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IN SIX FIRMS FOR DEALS
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A

B

"The Small and Medium Enterprise
Development Bank of Thailand will join
forces with six startups and agro-pro-
cessing small and medium-sized enter-
prises in deals worth a combined
Bt117.6 million. ' :

Mongkol Leelatham, president at

the bank, said that the lender’s Venture -
.Capital Committee had approved in
principle the investments in two start-
ups and four agro-processing SMEs.
~ The bank will invest Bt350,000 in
both startups - Ubon'Ratchathani-
‘based noodte-makers Delight 88 Co Ltd
{(under the Jub Jub brand) and Ben Ben
Food Co Ltd (under the Halong brand).

Forthe SMEs, the bank will invest
Bt26.91 million in mushroom grower .
Khao Yai Panorama Farm.in Nakhon
Ratchasima province. -

It will also invest-Bt30 million in cof-
fee producer Wawee Coffee in Chiang
Mai province, Bt30 million in Chinese
sausage-maker Kunchiang 5 Dao in
Surin province, and Bi30.million in egg

farm Thana Farm in Uttaradit province.
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Loans for farmland parcels '

WICHIT CHANTANUSORNSIRI ="

i i
The state-owned Bank for Agriculture and
Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) will offer
20 billion baht in soft loans to farmer groups
who pool their farmland into large parcels
to create economies of scale.

The bank expects the lpans to cover
about 2,000 large parcels of land, said a
BAAC source who requested anonymity.

The loan will be extended to each group
of farmers with a cap of 10 million baht,
the source said, adding that borrowers will
shoulder an annual interest rate of a mere
0:01% while the government will absorb
3% for five years.

The interest rate subsidy is expected to
cost the government around 3 billion baht.

In the meantime, the state-backed farm
bank aims to provide 86 billion baht in riew
loans, excluding lending under the govern-
ment’s policies for its fiscal 2017, running
from April 1, 2017 to March 31, 2018.

The bank forecasts its loans outstanding
for fiscal 2016 will amount to 1.28 trillion
baht, up 7.2% from the previous year.

It aims for new depesits to be 50 bil-
lion baht for fiscal 2017 and non-per-
forming loans (NPLs) to be under 4% of
its total loans.

Net profit is expected to reach 7.19

billion baht in the 2017 financial year.

The BAAChas introduced several strate-
gies to sharpen farmers’ competitive edge.

They include encouraging farmers
towards sustainability and modernisation,
being an organisation that has excellent
database and high efficiency, providing
services professionally and enhancing sus-
tainability to society and the environment.

The bank has been always used by the
government as a channel to provide subsi-
dies to farmers.

The BAAC has played arole in several of
the government's subsidy schemes, includ-
ing 8 billion baht in soft loans to encour-
age farmers in 35 provinces in the Central
Plains to grow maize instead ofrice, 19 bil-
lion baht in cash handouts to those earn-
ing up to 100,000 baht a year, and delaying
the release of 10 million tonnes of new rice
supply to the market to prevent a plunge
in prices.

1t is also one of three state-controlled
banks that will put a combined 7 billion
bahtin the pockets of borrowers with good
payment histories through a cashback
scheme.

Under the scheme, the BAAC will return
30% of interest paid between Nov 1, 2016
and Oct 31, 2017 to 2.2 million debtors who
make payments on time during the period.
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- Rocky path to recovery

' After tepid growth in recent years, the government has set off on a spending spree
. in hopes that the private sector will follow. By Wichit Chantanusornsiri

[as]

mid the murky global economic

underperforming economy,
the Prayut Chan-o-cha gov-
i ernment is pressing on with
its three-pronged stimulus strategy aimed
at not only shoring up domestic demand
and economic growth, but also delivering
sustainable growth in the long run,

Thailand is experiencing the perfect
storm of economic headaches.

Exports, the decade-long growth driver,

backdrop and the country’s.

have fallen for several years as the country !

has lost its competitive edge and the splut-
tering global economy has sapped demand.
Meanwhile, domestic consumption has
been dented by high household debt, low
incremental income and soft farm prices,
while private investment has continued to
decline since the devastating floods in 2011.

Public investment and tourism are the
only major bright spots.

Even though economic growth rose to
2.8% in 2015 and 3.3% for the first nine
months of 2016, up from 0.8% in 2014,

such growth remains subpar. The current

government has launched rapid-fire short-
and long-term economic stimulus meas-
ures to jolt the country’s economy out of
the doldrums.

The three-pronged approach combines
fiscal expansion through state investment,
providing financial liquidity to hard-hit

farmers, low-income earners and smalland

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), domes-
tic consumption stimulus and structural
reform to sharpen the country’s competi-
tive edge and facilitate Thailand 4.0 to kick-
start much-needed private investment.
The wave of stimulus covers short-,
medium- and long-term plans. ,

FISCAL STIMULUS

Since Gen Prayut took the helm in 2014, the
government has never narrowed budget
deficits; state spending has been the main-
stay of economic growth in recent years.
Other economic engines, meanwhile, have
remained sluggish.

The government ran a budget deficit of
250 billion baht for fiscal 2015, unchanged
from the previous year, before widening the
budget deficit to 390 billion for fiscal 20186. It
is maintaining a budget deficit of 390 billion
baht for fiscal 2017.

The expansionary budget focuses on
big-ticket infrastructure investment. The
government plans to invest in 20 large-
scale infrastructure projects, most of which
involve rail transport, with a combined
value of 1.41 trillion baht through 2022.

The state is pinning hopes on megapro-
ject investment as a trigger point for the
private sector to invest — the so-called
crowding-in effect — to sharpen the coun-
try’s competitiveness and boost economic
growth to its full capacity of 4-5%.

The Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) plans a
balanced budget in the next eight years,
delayed from fiscal 2017, after running a
deficit for almost 20 years. The Finance
Ministry’s think tank cited liabilities for
hefty spending on infrastructure devel-
opment and losses from the Yingluck
Shinawatra government’s rice-pledging
scheme for running budget deficits for an
extended time.

The cabinet recently approved a hefty
190-billion-baht mid-year budget, almost
doubling the previous plan of 100 billion.
Some 100 billion baht will be set aside for the
development of 18 provincial clusters, with
the rest going towards Village Fund develop-
ment worth 500,000 baht per village.

Each provincial cluster will be ear-
marked in a range of 5-60 billion baht,
compared with 400-500 million in the past,
to sharpen the country’s competitive edge.

LIQUIDITY INJECTION
The government has periodically launched

stimulus measures to put money into the
pockets of farmers, those who are at the !
bottom rung of the economic ladder and
SMEs, as these groups have been hitby tum- |

bling agricultural prices, high household

debt and the uneven economic recovery.
The cash injection is considered a

pump-priming tool to help vulnerable



A worker takes a break at a construction site for a commercial building on Vibhavadi Rangsit Road. The government has outlined a
stimulus package to push for sustainable economic growth. PATIPAT JANTHONG

groups get through a bout of economic diffi-
culty before state investment and structural
reforms strengthen the economy.

Under a raft of measures launched
recently, the government offered funding of
1 million baht each for 59,000 villages rated
Grades A and B, featuring interest-free soft
loans for the first two years and a mere 1%
plus financing costs for the subsequent 3-7
years. Moreover, the government has allo-
cated an additional 35 billion baht to inject
500,000 into each of the 70,000 villages
nationwide to boost the rural economy.

The state has earmarked 5 million baht
for each of the 7,255 tambons for local
development and has provided 100 billion
in soft loans to SMEs, Government Savings
Bank (GSB) has extended soft loans to com-
mercial and state-run banks at 0.1% inter-
est, after which the banks then re-lend the
money to SME operators at a 4% rate.

In line with the latest measures, the
government gave cash handouts worth
19 billion baht to almost 7 million people
who qualified for a one-off cash giveaway
and signed up through the national e-pay-
ment system.

Under the scheme, those earning up
to 30,000 baht a year are entitled to 3,000
baht per person, while those earning more
than 30,000 but less than 100,000 a year are
entitled to 1,500.

For the 6.97 million people who quali-
fied, 3.23 million earn up to 30,000 baht a
year and the rest earn more than 30,000 but
less than 100,000.

GSB, GH Bank and the Bank for

Agriculture and Agricultural Coopera-
tives will offer the 7-billion-baht cashback
scheme in 2017 to millions of borrowers
who have good payment histories — almost
all of whom are low-income earners.

To spur weak domestic consumption,
the government unveiled year-end shop-
ping tax breaks worth up to 15,000 baht
during the holiday season for individual
taxpayers.

STRUCTURAL REFORM

The lengthy period of dismal investment
from the private sector has undermined the
competitiveness of the Thai economy and
led to subpar growth. In the past decade,
private-sector investment fell to a low of
2% of GDP in 2014, versus 14% on average
in the preceding decades.

The government has prodded the pri-
vate sector to invest by launching incen-
tives, noting that they should start investing
before interest rates reverse to an upward
cycle soon.

To create an investment-friendly envi-
ronment and attract foreign direct invest-
ment, the government is addressing 10
areas — including getting electricity for
a business, tax payments, starting a busi-
ness, dealing with construction permits
and registering property — thatneed to be
improved to make it easier to do business in
Thailand. The goal is to make the country
one of the top 30 business-friendly destina-
tions in 2017, having seriously reduced red
tape since 2015.

Thailand’s ranking in the World

Bank’s Ease of Doing Business report
for 2017, which surveyed 190 countries,
climbed to 46th from 49th in the previ-
ous year. Thailand, according to the same
report, ranks ninth in Asia and trails only
Singapore and Malaysia in Asean.

Finance Minister Apisak Tantivorawong
has said that the government and state
enterprises will ramp up spending if pri-
vate-sector investment remains subdued.

With a clear-cut goal to stimulate invest-
ment in 2017, the government has asked
state enterprises to front-load their invest-
ment in projects originally scheduled for
the next two years.

Finance permanent secretary Somchaij
Sujjapongse said recently that the govern-
ment was considering a bunch of new and
hard-to-deny investment packages to tempt
the private sector to kick-start investment.

The FPO has estimated that pri-
vate investment will expand by 1.6% in
2016, well above the 1% and 2% contrac-
tions in 2014 and 2015, respectively, but
it remains inadequate to bolster eco-
nomic growth.

The government has further flagged 10
targeted sectors as part of the government’s
ambition to push Thai industry into Thai-
land 4.0 or a value-based economy.

The 10 sectors are automotive and auto
parts, including electric vehicles; smart
electronics; affluent, medical and wellness
tourism; agriculture and biotechnology;
food; robotics for industry; logistics and
aviation; biofuels and biochemicals; digital;
and medical services.
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