
SAN FRANCISCO: Marketing pitches in the US
are bullish on superfast 5G telecom networks, but
they remain more of a promise than reality.
Promoters of the technology say it will bring such
innovations as fast-thinking self-driving cars and
rapid-fire video downloads.

And nationwide coverage with 5G could add
$1.5 trillion to GDP in the next five years. But
actually deploying it here is “very fragmented”
given the maze of local regulations and agencies
that telecom companies have to navigate across
50 states, said Jefferson Wang, head of 5G strate-
gy at Accenture.

Approvals need to be sought and, typically,
hearings held when it comes to where on streets,
buildings, or other structures antennae can be
mounted to relay telecom signals.

The first smartphones adapted for 5G were
released by Samsung and Huawei in mid-2019.
Apple introduced its first 5G iPhone late last year,
spurring telecom operators here to talk it up
despite such speedy service not being widely
available. Gadgets and services synched to 5G
networks were a major theme at the annual
Consumer Electronics Show (CES) that wrapped
up Friday after its first online-only event.

People using Verizon can get 5G connections,
provided they are in the right city and in line of
sight of antennae. Verizon invested in a part of
radio bandwidth where high-frequency signals
move fastest but sacrifice travel distance and can
be blocked by things such as walls or rain.

Rivals AT&T and T-Mobile have been investing
in medium and low frequencies, which travel fur-
ther but at relatively slower speeds.

‘Not sexy enough’ 
AT&T has taken to calling its enhanced 4G net-

work “5G E” in a widely criticized marketing strate-
gy. While smartphone screens might show connec-
tions stamped “5G,” speeds do not deliver. “With
4G, that is like driving a Ferrari at rush hour,”
Qualcomm senior vice president of engineering
Alejandro Holcman said of using 5G smartphones
on slower networks.

“You probably can do it but you need 5G to take
full advantage of the capabilities of the devices,” he
added, while speaking on a CES panel. Innovators
have been heralding wonders with 5G networks,
with connections so rich and fast that remote sur-
gery, for instance, will be a practical option.

Verizon boss Hans Vestberg boasted at CES that
it had installed 5G in more than two dozen US foot-
ball stadiums this year, enabling fans to watch live
play from a variety of camera angles and overlay
information using augmented reality. He also pro-
vided a glimpse at a project to allow people to
examine 3D digital versions of Smithsonian
Museum exhibits in their homes.

“The reality is you don’t need 5G for that. You
just need an internet connection,” quipped Creative
Strategies analyst Carolina Milanesi.

“I wish people would spend more time talking
about the real benefit, which is the quality of serv-
ice is going to be better. But that’s not sexy.”

Omniscient glasses 
At the outset, 5G networks taking root first in

metro areas risk reinforcing the disparity between
ample telecommunication service in city centers
and rural communities where even slow wireless

connections are not reliable. Some 18 percent of the
US population does not even have access to broad-
band internet, according to Elemental Content con-
sultant John Penney.

Making 5G wireless service ubiquitous and
affordable in the US would be transformative when
it comes to remote learning, telemedicine and more,
Penney maintained. Applications of 5G are expect-
ed to shine early in manufacturing, with private net-
works used to run “smart” factories.

It will be tougher to impress consumers accus-
tomed to video games, 4K films streamed on
demand, and virtual assistants at their beck and call.
But 5G could free people from reliance on smart-
phones, infusing software smarts and internet capa-
bilities into more objects in a step toward “ambient
computing.” For example, security cameras will be
able to scan thousands of faces in real time to iden-
tify wanted criminals and alert authorities, suggest-
ed Holcman. — AFP
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Superfast 5G in the US 
still a work in progress

PARIS: In this file photo, the 5G wireless technology logo is displayed on a tablet in Paris. Marketing pitches in the US are
bullish on superfast 5G telecom networks, but they remain more of a promise than reality. — AFP

LONDON: After the latest wild ride
took the poster child of cryptocurren-
cies above $40,000 before a stom-
ach-churning plunge, the million dol-
lar question won’t go away: how much
is bitcoin actually worth? The virtual
currency barreled to new highs to rise
more than 400 percent over the past
year, before promptly sliding some 20
percent and then settling around
$36,000.

When it started life in 2009 as
open-source software, bitcoin was
essentially worth zero-though within
a year it had reached the heady
heights of eight cents.

At today’s market rates, bloated by
a surge in institutional demand, the
digital unit’s market capitalization is
worth some $670 billion with myriad
other crypto coins such as ethereum
lifting the sector nominally close to
the trillion mark. Although that’s small
potatoes compared to the $68 trillion
or so swilling around world stock
markets, it is nonetheless the sort of

financial territory staked out by Wall
Street tech royalty such as Google,
Apple or Tesla.  One tech site,
AssetDash.com, notes that bitcoin is
currently worth around as much as
Facebook and a little more than
Chinese e-retail giant Alibaba.

Curse of the forgotten password 
Although deep-pocketed investors

have recently become enthusiasts,
crypto was in its early days the pre-
serve of geeky amateur investors. It is
the latter who have mainly suffered as
an estimated four million of the
roughly 19 million bitcoin units cur-
rently in circulation have been lost.

“Lost” does not mean the coins
have fallen down the back of the sofa
or through a hole in a trouser pocket:
they have been electronically zapped
from the record, often because their
owner has forgotten a password to
coins hoarded on a USB stick. One US
developer mislaid his password after
storing 7,002 bitcoins on one such

flash drive, forcing him to wave good-
bye, on paper (or rather, the trading
screen), to around $280 million.

This week, Welshman James
Howells desperately offered his local
authority a quarter of his fortune to
dig up a landfill site where he believes
a hard drive he accidentally tossed
away-and which has since soared in

value to around $270 million-is
buried. The council refused, citing the
cost and logistical restrictions.
According to analysts at JP Morgan,
bitcoin may be highly volatile but
could go as high as $146,000 per unit,
putting it in competition with gold as
an asset class in terms of private sec-
tor investment. —AFP

Promoters promise fast-thinking self-driving cars, rapid-fire video downloads

Large US banks 
eye improving 
economy after 
rocky 2020
NEW YORK: Large US banks reported a mixed
fourth quarter to conclude a turbulent year, but
expressed optimism about 2021 thanks to the
coronavirus vaccine and additional fiscal stimulus.

JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup and Wells Fargo
all modestly lowered their reserves set aside ear-
lier in the pandemic when coronavirus shutdowns
prompted the banks to establish huge provisions
in case of a wave of defaults due to a much
sharper economic downturn. The banks are still
keeping billions of dollars in provisions for bad
loans in case the economy takes another turn for
the worse.

But executives are generally hopeful about the
new year as coronavirus vaccines become more
widely deployed and as President-elect Joe
Biden advances a fiscal package expected to
keep households flush with enough funds to pay
their bills. “You have a cloudy next two quarters
of mixed economic information and you have
almost 4,000 people dying today,” said
JPMorgan Chase Chief Executive Jamie Dimon.
But “we’ve got the vaccine coming, we’ve got fis-
cal stimulus and people have saved a lot of mon-
ey,” Dimon said on a conference call with
reporters. “You’ve got a lot of pent-up demand
and hopefully optimism by the fact that we’re
getting through this mess.”

Citigroup Chief Financial Officer Mark Mason
said conditions have improved even since the end
of the fourth quarter, with more vaccines advanc-
ing and clarity over the next US presidential
administration. 

“There are a lot of favorable indicators that ...
make for a positive outlook,” he said. “And hope-
fully a continued stable recovery.” Shares of all
three banks fell sharply Friday. However, the S&P
financials index had risen nearly 32 percent over
the last two and a half months.

JPMorgan reported record quarterly profits of
$12.1 billion, up 42.4 percent from the year-ago
levels, while revenues rose 3.3 percent to 29.2 bil-
lion. The profits included $1.9 billion in credit
benefits, reflecting that the bank now expects
fewer loan defaults compared with last year. 

But the bank still has $30 billion in reserves,
which “continue to reflect significant near-term
economic uncertainty and will allow us to with-
stand an economic environment far worse than
the current base forecasts by most economists,”
the bank said. Although US unemployment levels
remain elevated and some business sectors like
commercial real estate and hospitality are in dire
straits due to the pandemic, aggressive fiscal
support measures from Washington have mitigat-
ed the effect on many households. —AFP

This file photo shows a visual representation of the digital crypto-currency Bitcoin, at the
“Bitcoin Change” shop in the Israeli city of Tel Aviv. —AFP

After dizzying gyrations,
what’s bitcoin really worth?

NEW YORK: Donald Trump shot to
prominence with a business empire
that bears his name, but after four
years of political tumult capped by his
supporters’ violent attack on the
Capitol, the US president’s brand
stands tarnished, threatening his busi-
nesses, experts say.

Companies that stuck with Trump
throughout his term are cutting ties in
an 11th-hour stampede, including
Signature Bank which closed Trump’s
personal accounts and the PGA of
America which scotched a plan to
hold its 2022 championship at Trump’s
New Jersey golf course.

Such announcements not only
reflect the business community’s skit-
tishness to proximity with a widely-
condemned figure, but further hem in
his company, already hit hard by the
coronavirus pandemic and the loom-
ing loss of US taxpayer revenue tied
to Trump’s visits. The president’s role
in the Capitol calamity that killed five
people and drew international shock
has generated withering criticism
from diverse groups ranging from the
Business Roundtable to the AFL-CIO
labor federation. 

Trump’s “name is really an alba-
tross,” said Michael D’Antonio, who
authored a 2015 biography of Trump,
adding that January 6 was a game-
changer for the president’s brand. “He
is the most disgraced president in his-
tory. This is a person who’s synony-
mous with a mob attacking the US
Capitol,” he said. “I just think this
went a step too far.”

Tim Calkins, a marketing profes-
sor at Northwestern University’s
Kellogg School of Management, said
Trump’s brand will suffer long-term
damage due to the chaos. “Before his
term, Trump stood for wealth, suc-
cess and over-the-top luxury,” he
said. “Now the brand has associa-
tions with anti-government views,
racism and extremism. This makes the
brand fairly toxic.”

Mixed bag 
Recent reports in US media,

including The Washington Post, have
chronicled low occupancy at Trump
properties in Washington and
Chicago as the US contends with the
COVID-19 crisis. In addition, Trump
owes some $400 million to Deutsche

Bank, which reportedly also plans to
halt business with Trump after the
Capitol siege.

Trump’s company did not respond
to written questions from AFP.  The
president has dismissed business
challenges, stating in an October 15
televised event that the $400 million
is “a tiny percentage of my net
worth.” Assessing the state of Trump’s

finances is difficult because of the
opaque nature of government disclo-
sure information and the private sta-
tus of the Trump Organization.
However, winning the presidency has
most certainly cost the company some
business, as when the Trump
Organization bowed out of a luxury
hotel in Soho, New York, where the
president is unpopular. —AFP

Bruised presidency, Capitol
attack taint Trump brand

CHICAGO: In this file photo taken on March 21, 2020 a man walks by Trump International
Hotel and Tower in Chicago, Illinois. Donald Trump shot to prominence with a business
empire that bears his name, but after four years of political tumult capped by his sup-
porters’ violent attack on the Capitol, the US president’s brand stands tarnished, threat-
ening his businesses, experts say. — AFP


