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THE past few months have been ex-
tremely eventful for Norway’s tele-
coms giant Telenor Group.

Last week, Telenor Asia – a new-
ly set-up autonomous entity to
manage the group’s Asian oper-
ations with its headquarters in Sin-
gapore – and Thailand’s CP Group
finalised the merger of True Corpo-
ration and Total Access Communi-
cation (DTAC), the second and
third-largest mobile operators in
Thailand.

At US$20.7 billion, the transac-
tion is the largest telco merger in
South-east Asia by combined enter-
prise value.

This feat came just three
months after Telenor and Malay-
sian conglomerate Axiata Group
announced the completion of the
merger of Celcom and Digi’s telco
operations. The combined entity,
called Celcom Digi, has a value of
US$14 billion and is the largest lo-
cal listed technology company on
Bursa Malaysia. 

As these massive deals made
headlines all over the world, Tele-
nor has been fending off persistent
rumours that it is looking to exit
these markets through such part-
nerships.

Jorgen Rostrup, the executive
vice-president of Telenor Group,
said these partnerships are, in fact,
meant to strengthen the compa-
ny’s position in the market. 

He posits that the global telco

industry as a whole needs more of
such mergers to meet the changing
consumer demands in the current
competitive landscape.

“Consumers use twice as much
data now (compared to) before Co-
vid, which is fantastic, (but) they
don’t expect to pay more for it.
They’re also saying that they are
going to continue to use more data.
The whole digitalisation journey
requires us to change the model
and the way we work,” he told The
Business Times in an exclusive in-
terview.

“Our reading is that we need big-
ger units. We need more power,
more capacity – financial and orga-
nisational – to build the new net-
works and services, and do this in a
way where we can still make mon-
ey and have a return on it so we can
keep investing,” he added.

Rostrup, who is also the head of
Telenor Asia, opined that the telco
markets in Asia have “too many
players with too low profitability”.
As such, he believes that there will
be more of such mergers and part-
nerships in the coming years.

“But it takes pragmatism and it
takes a willingness to scrutinise
how you work and how you want to
work with others,” he said.

Telenor Asia was established in
October 2022 as a “more indepen-
dent regional entity” with full over-
sight and responsibility for the
group’s operations in Bangladesh,
Malaysia, Pakistan and Thailand.
Telenor itself has been active in
Singapore since 1998, and its oper-

ating companies are market lead-
ers in both Bangladesh and Malay-
sia.

On the whole, Telenor Asia said
in a statement that it aims to deliv-
er US$1.2 billion in cashflow from
Asia over the next three years. 

In a separate interview with The
Bangkok Post, Rostrup said that the
company’s merger strategies in
Thailand and Malaysia could lead
to gains worth up to US$2.5 billion
from synergy over the next three
years.

With the amalgamations in Thai-

land and Malaysia now firmly un-
der its belt, Rostrup told BT that the
focus going forward will be on op-
erations.

Telenor Asia had earlier identi-
fied three main areas of opportuni-
ty, including increasing mobile
adoption and data usage in Bangla-

desh and Pakistan; growing busi-
ness-to-business (B2B) revenue;
and expanding customer value by
offering services beyond core mo-
bile connectivity.

“Asia is underexposed to B2B
compared with other regions, so
you will see a lot more B2B effort by
all telcos. It’s all related to the new
technologies – 5G, Internet of
Things (IoT), and AI,” he said. “That
is probably the biggest and most
value-creating area of growth and
development for the telcos and
business community at large.” 

The current revenue contribu-
tion to Telenor Asia from the B2B
sector is around 5 per cent.
Throughout the pandemic, when
the overall telco sector was con-
tracting, Telenor Asia’s B2B reve-
nue was up by 10 per cent. 

It is also looking at other part-
nerships, although “not necessar-
ily as structural or significant”, said
Rostrup, adding that one way to do
this is by building up the ecosys-
tem.

True Corporation in Thailand is
looking to raise US$200 million in
venture capital with partners to
support promising digital star-
tups. And in Malaysia, Celcom Digi
has committed to invest up to
RM250 million (S$75.3 million)

over five years to build an innova-
tion centre in Kuala Lumpur.

The aim for the latter is to cata-
lyse the digital transformation and
strengthen the local ecosystem
through the adoption of IoT, AI,
cloud computing and 5G. 

As for potential acquisitions or
partnerships, Rostrup said that
while it is always looking at new op-
portunities, these are few and far
between in Asia. He also did not
dismiss the possibility of acquisi-
tions but added that the “top prior-
ity” is to execute on what the com-
pany has at the moment.

He is applying the same attitude
to Telenor Asia’s presence in Singa-
pore, with a focus on expanding
the team and beefing up oper-
ations. He did not reveal details on
these plans.

Asked if the company could
make any significant moves in Sin-
gapore, Rostrup would only say
that he is “paying attention” to the
telco market here because it is an
“interesting space”.

“(Singapore) is not a place where
you go in with a new player be-
cause it’s a fairly crowded market,”
he said. “We are looking at what
other things we should do. We will
spend some time and then see how
things develop.”
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Norwegian telecoms giant aims to deliver US$1.2b in cashflow from Asia over the next three years 

Telenor Asia seeks to strengthen market position
after completing two mega telco mergers
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SHARES of mainboard-listed
Thomson Medical Group climbed
by nearly 16 per cent to reacha two-
week high on Monday (Mar 6) and
were among the most actively trad-
ed on the Singapore bourse. 

This came after the healthcare
provider said on Friday evening
that it is evaluating and pursuing
proposals which may involve ac-
quisitions or collaborations for

healthcare-related business in
South-east Asia, as part of its
growth plans for the region. 

The counter hit a high of
S$0.074 in intraday trading, up
17.5 per cent or S$0.011. It ended
the day at S$0.073, up 15.9 per cent
or S$0.01. The last time Thomson
Medical closed near this level was
on Feb 21. 

The counter also ended the day
as the second most traded by vol-
ume, with 41.7 million shares
changing hands. There were no

married deals recorded, according
to ShareInvestor data. 

The company said on Friday
that it has been actively seeking in-
vestment opportunities, in line
with its objective to grow its pan-
Asian footprint. 

As at the date of its announce-
ment, the group noted it has yet to
enter into any definitive agree-
ments. There is also no certainty or
assurance that any of its men-
tioned ongoing plans will material-
ise. 

HOT STOCK

Thomson Medical rises almost 16%
on potential acquisitions, tie-ups
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MALAYSIA’S ringgit is poised for a
reprieve after its worst monthly
performance since late 2016 as
China’s reopening heralds more
tourist arrivals and bolsters ex-
ports.

DBS Group, Barclays and RBC
Capital Markets all see the ringgit
staying around the current level of
4.45 by the end of June this year.
Fears that the US Federal Reserve
may prove hawkish for longer end-
ed up hammering emerging mar-
kets last month, driving a 4.8 per
cent slide in the ringgit versus the
greenback before sentiment stabil-
ised in recent days.

“The impact of China’s reopen-
ing in terms of tourism arrivals and
trade will be felt more keenly by
the middle of the year, helping sup-
port the ringgit,” said Alvin Tan, the
head of Asia FX strategy at RBC in
Singapore. “Plus, pressure on
emerging-market currencies will
ease as the Federal Reserve inches
closer to the end of its rate-hike cy-
cle.”

China’s economic rebound is set
to boost the outlook for Asian cur-
rencies this year, with the ringgit
also seen as a beneficiary from Ma-
laysia’s strong trade links to the
world’s second-largest economy. 

China was Malaysia’s biggest ex-
port destination before the pan-

demic and even as its share has
fallen since then, it still stood at
US$47 billion last year, about 14
per cent of the total.

There is also potential for a re-
bound in tourist arrivals from Chi-
na after the nation dismantled
strict Covid-19 curbs in January.
Malaysia attracted 108,067 Chi-
nese tourists from January-Sep-
tember last year compared with 3.1
million in 2019. 

Bank Negara Malaysia’s (BNM)
policy decision on Thursday (Mar
9) will also be on the radar for cur-
rency traders. A Bloomberg survey
of 16 analysts so far shows nine ex-
pecting the central bank to hold
rates at 2.75 per cent for a second
consecutive meeting. The rest see a
quarter-point hike.

HSBC is predicting bigger gains
for the ringgit as the prospect of
the Fed reaching the end of its
tightening cycle is set to end the
dominance of the US dollar. Trad-
ers are pricing the peak of US rates
to happen in September. 

“The ringgit is very sensitive to
the broad dollar movement,” said
Paul Mackel, the global head of for-
eign-exchange research at HSBC in
Hong Kong, which forecasts the
ringgit at 4.28 by the end of June.
“The combination of a solid exter-
nal position, potential for stronger
capital inflows could also help the
ringgit.”

The central bank has also in-
creased its ability to defend the
currency from volatility as foreign
reserves rebounded from a two-
year low reached last October. The
nation’s dollar stockpile has risen
about 10 per cent since then to
US$115 billion in January.

“BNM will lean against the move
if the pressure on the currency is
sustained,” said Ashish Agrawal,
the head of foreign-exchange and
emerging-market macro strategy
research at Barclays in Singapore.
“The narrative would be more like
stability for the ringgit ahead after
weakening sharply recently.”
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