
PARIS: It is heralded as an essential step to a
brave new world of technology, but in the here and
now, super-fast 5G networking is already pitting
China against the West. Here are five things to
know about the fifth-generation successor to
today’s 4G technology, which is a decade old and
struggling to keep pace with global broadband
demand.

What is 5G? 
5G promises radically quicker transfers of data,

instigating major changes to an array of products
and services from self-driving cars to “telemedi-
cine”. On the entertainment front, users will be
able to download a high-definition movie in a few
minutes compared to an hour or two now.  The
market for streaming video games, a rapidly
growing area, will get a huge lift, as will the “in-
ternet of things” — domestic appliances, lighting
and other at-home technologies connected and
operated remotely.

It’s not just about speed of downloads and
uploads. 5G promises much lower “latency” than
4G. That is the time lag between a command
being sent by a user and a device acting on it. In
the real world, that brings into play the possibil-
ity of factory robots being operated remotely or
surgeons operating on patients from far away
using augmented reality glasses. The most visi-
ble gain from lower latency could be with the
widespread advent of self-driving cars. But
these will need 5G networks to cover large
areas, which is some way off.

When’s it coming? 
5G is already here in South Korea and for fixed

internet lines in some US cities. It is also available
in parts of Estonia, Finland and Switzerland. The
global breakthrough — widespread ultra-fast
mobile networks on a par with 4G today — is still
in the works. Japan and China are targeting 2020
for nationwide rollouts. The rest of Asia and Eu-
rope will follow over the decade. But mobile com-
munications industry body GSMA, which
represents 800 operators worldwide, estimates
5G will account for just 15 percent of total global
mobile connections in 2025. And when will most
of us see 5G smartphones? China’s Huawei was
set to launch a 5G phone yesterday in London. But
broad adoption by consumers depends on 5G
networks spreading far enough, and for the hand-
helds’ chips and other architecture to be capable
of handling the added workload.

5G, give us a wave
Governments first need to harmonize stan-

dards for the award of so-called millimeter-wave
(mmWave) spectrum, which will carry the vast
data flows promised by 5G. That high-frequency
mmWave spectrum starts at about 30 gigahertz.
In contrast, 4G networks operate at lower than 6
GHz.  That means not only ultra-fast broadband
but also much greater bandwidth for many more
users and devices to be connected to the network
at the same time.

Who’s building it?
To bring the promised speeds to the masses,

5G requires a whole new infrastructure of masts,
base stations and receivers. Among the network-
ing companies in the race are Huawei, Sweden’s
Ericsson and Nokia of Finland. South Korean

giant Samsung and China’s ZTE are other infra-
structure players. Huawei says it offers better
technology at a lower cost. The Chinese leader,
however, is hitting hurdles in the global race.

What’s the fuss?
The US government says Huawei — founded

by former Chinese army engineer Ren Zhengfei —
is a security risk and has urged allies including
Britain to shun its equipment over fears it could
serve as a Trojan horse for Chinese intelligence

services. The US government has banned all fed-
eral agencies from acquiring Huawei equipment.
Others including Australia, Japan and India have
followed suit.  Against the backdrop of a US-
China trade war, on Tuesday President Donald
Trump went further by effectively barring Huawei
from the US market. China then formally arrested
two Canadians already being held on suspicion of
stealing state secrets in a case seen as retaliation
over Canada’s arrest of a Huawei executive on a
US extradition request. —AFP 
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BERN: People wearing a mask on the head in the shape of a mobile phone, take part in a protest against
the 5G (fifth generation) mobile communications network. — AFP 
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BERLIN: German startup firm Lilium an-
nounced yesterday the maiden flight of its
all-electric pilotless jet-powered ‘air taxi’
which it hopes to operate in various cities
around the world ‘by 2025’. The five-seater
prototype could face skies crowded with
competition, as other startups and giants
like Airbus, Boeing or Uber are also tinker-
ing away on their own projects — with an
eye on transforming urban transport.

But with challengers’ rotor-powered
fliers offering only a limited range, Lilium
believes its jet-style aircraft can set itself
apart from the pack. While it can take off
vertically like a helicopter, it also sports
wings for horizontal flight, allowing a top
speed of 300 kilometers per hour and a
range of 300 km. Both Airbus and Boeing’s
models have a range of up to 50 miles.

Controlled from the ground, the
Bavaria-based firm’s test vehicle first flew
in Munich at the start of May — although
Lilium did not say exactly how long it was
airborne. “While a maiden flight is always
a moment of truth for a business, the jet
performed exactly as expected and re-
sponded well,” said Leandro Bigarella, Lil-

ium’s head of flight test in a statement. The
five-seater jet follows on the heels of the
firm’s two-seater prototype, which suc-
cessfully flew in 2017.

Lilium hopes to offer “on-demand air
taxi service” in “various cities around the
world by 2025”, with trials beginning
sooner. Believing they’ll encounter “de-
mands for urban air travel that is quiet, safe
and environmentally positive,” the com-
pany will offer an app to let passengers find
nearby landing pads for a flight they claim
will be “comparable in price with a taxi, yet
four times faster”. Offering a larger cabin
than competitors is key, with five seats
making for “an economy of scale you just
can’t achieve with two,” said co-founder
and chief executive Daniel Wiegand.

Air taxi hopefuls will also have to hack
through a forest of regulations, safety
concerns and public skepticism to build a
sustainable business. But the US-based
Aerospace Industries Association pre-
dicted in March that with future artificial
intelligence at the controls, the aircraft
“will be a part of everyday commutes” by
2050. — AFP 
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BANGKOK: Critics have urged Thailand’s junta to re-
consider the award of a $7.1 billion high-speed rail con-
tract to a consortium led by the kingdom’s richest family,
just days before a new parliament is set to convene.  The
junta, which has ruled since a 2014 coup, has faced crit-
icism for a lack of transparency in its spending, with little
oversight and no public debate on major infrastructure
and arms schemes. 

The proposed 220-kilometre (135-mile) line will link
the capital Bangkok’s two main airports to a third near
the resort city of Pattaya, to the southeast. The area is a
“gateway” to the massive Eastern Economic Corridor
(EEC), the junta’s ambitious $45 billion infrastructure
scheme to transform the coastal area between the cities
into a tech hub. On Monday the junta said a consortium
of 13 companies led by Charoen Pokphand Group — a
giant conglomerate spanning food to telecoms — had
won the rail contract.

CP Group’s chairman is Dhanin Chearavanont, 80,
the patriarch of Thailand’s richest family who is worth
an estimated $16.6 billion according to Forbes. The con-
sortium includes China’s Railway Construction Corpo-
ration, Japan’s Bank for International Cooperation and
Germany’s Siemens. But the timing of the deal has been
questioned over fears it was hustled through before the

new parliament meets. “It is inappropriate for them to
make a commitment to this,” Thanathorn Juangroongru-
angkit, leader of Future Forward Party, which emerged
as the third biggest after a March election, told AFP.  “It
is in the best interests of the Thai people that we revisit”
the deal as it could create a “burden” for the next gov-
ernment, he said.  Pro- and anti-junta coalitions are
jostling for the right to lead the government. A
spokesman for the Pheu Thai party, which leads the
anti-junta coalition, said its requests for details on the
deal have so far been stonewalled. “These checks and
balances will happen” after parliament is convened,
warned party deputy spokesman Thepparith Senam-
ngern.  “Things that are quickly passed can also be... re-
voked,” he added.

The rail link still requires cabinet approval by the
new government, which should be in place within weeks.
According to the EEC’s website, the project will cost
$7.1 billion. An advisor to the EEC defended the award
of the contract to CP Group.  Their proposal was “more
attractive”, Djitt Laowattana said. Although CP Group
has little known experience in railways, it won the con-
tract due to its close China ties, said Benjamin Zawacki,
an expert on Sino-Thai relations.  Chinese investment
is “the ‘anchor’ of the EEC,” he added. — AFP 
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