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remains a pie in the sky. Why ¢

MAHMUDUL HASAN

Is 5G merely a vanity, just another technology
that offers nothing extraordinary? Or has it
emerged as a central cog in transforming the
digital space by resolving issues related to low
speed and latency?

Despite being launched years ago across the
world, firm answers to these questions are yet
to be produced. But if you look at statistics, it
may surprise you.

Over 1.5 billion people - more than one in
every four mobile subscribers globally — now
use the fifth-generation technology standard
for cellular networks, widely known as 5G.

The technology offers several advantages
over previous generations, including faster data
speeds, lower latency, and greater capacity to
connect multiple devices simultaneously.

Its impact spans industries like healthcare,
autonomous vehicles, virtual reality and many
more.

Such benefits make it attractive for both
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5G’s true
value lies in
specialised
use cases,
such as
digitising
ports,
airports,
hospitals and
industry, says
Sigve Brekke,
president
and CEO of
Telenor

consumers and businesses and its widespread
adoption indicates significant  impact,
suggesting that 5G is more than a passing
trend.

But for Bangladesh, the launch of this
technology, which promises faster speeds and
broader connectivity capabilities, remains a far
cry.
Although the rollout of 5G was part of the
ruling party’s election manifesto in 2018, the
technology has so far been limited to trial runs.

Globally, operators began launching 5G
networks around 2019, with initial rollouts in
major urban areas. By 2021-2022, 5G adoption
peaked as more operators expanded coverage
and consumers embraced the technology.

According to the GSMA, by 2025, 5G
networks are likely to cover one-third of
the world’s population, which would have a
profound impact on both the mobile industry
and its customers.

But in Bangladesh, sluggish moves to
prepare 5G guidelines, operators’ reluctance
and a lack of readiness are hindering the
launch of the technology.

REGULATORY DELAYS

As the election manifesto of Bangladesh
Awami League set out the aim to launch 5G by
2021 to 2023, Bangladesh Telecommunication
Regulatory Commission (BTRC) formed a
committee and multiple subcommittees to
issue 5G guidelines ahead of its roll-out.

The committee, which is represented
by all stakeholders, including officials
from intelligence agencies, academics and
policymakers, was tasked with drafting
the guidelines so 5G could be launched in
Bangladesh by the end of 2022 or 2023.

To do so, the committee had to choose a
suitable spectrum for the service and fix the
price of the spectrum among others.

Later, the BTRC designated 2.3 GHz, 2.6
GHz and 3.5 GHz spectrum bands for 5G
technology-based cellular mobile services,
according to the BTRC’s documents.

In March 2022, the telecom regulator issued
Instructions for Radio Frequency Auction -

2022, announcing it would hold the spectrum
auction for 2.3 GHz and 2.6 GHz bands on
March 31, eying to roll out services by that year.

In its instruction, the BTRC made it
mandatory for operators to launch 5G services
within six months from the date of the
spectrum auction.

“The Commission shall immediately issue
Cellular Mobile Service Operator Licence
(unification of 2G, 3C, 4G, 5G and beyond) for
further expansion of 5G and beyond cellular
mobile services,” it said.

“In this regard, the terms and conditions
of the said licence will be applicable for the
deployment of the networks for 5G and beyond
cellular mobile technologies,” it said.

The country’s four mobile phone operators
bought 190 megahertz (MHz) of spectrum
for $1.23 billion on March 31, 2022, but the
regulator failed to issue guidelines that year.

Finally, in 2024, nearly two years after the
5G spectrum auction and over 4 years after
the start of the process of the formulation of
the guidelines, the BTRC issued a licensing
guideline.

However, the guideline failed to explicitly
outline the 5G roll-out obligation and omitted
the word “5G” from the headline amid
the operators’ unanimous stance against
immediate 5G roll-out.

WHY ARE OPERATORS RELUCTANT?

In March 2022, market leader Grameenphone
bought 60 MHz in 2600 band for Tk 3,361
crore. The same was done by Robi, the second
largest operator.

Banglalink took 40 MHz in the 2300 band
for Tk 2,241 crore while state-run Teletalk 30
MHz in the same band for Tk 1,681 crore.

The Daily Star spoke to around a dozen
officials of mobile network operators and top
officials of their parent companies over the
past year and all of them expressed reluctance
to roll-out 5G.

They said rolling out 5G is not financially
viable due to high infrastructure costs,
consumer affordability — concerns, and
uncertain returns on investment.

However, the differences between 4G
and 5G networks are substantial. 5G offers
significantly faster data speeds, potentially
reaching up to 10 gigabits per second (Gbps)
compared to 4G’s maximum of around 1 Gbps.

5G reduces latency to as low as 1 millisecond
(ms), compared to 30-50 ms for 4G, enabling
near-instantaneous communication critical
for applications like autonomous vehicles and
real-time gaming.

But officials pointed out that both 4G and
5G enable users to access mobile data services
for quality internet, streaming media, and
accessing online content.

“For us, bringing 4G to all, not 5G for a
few, is the number one priority,” said Kaan
Terzioglu, group chief executive officer (CEO)
of Banglalink’s parent company Veon.

In an earlier interview with The Daily Star,
he added that he was not a big fan of the vanity
of 5G.

“I see that mobile internet access in the

country is growing but I believe ‘4G for all’ —
the vision that we initiated at Banglalink -- still
needs a lot of work,” he added.

He also pointed out that almost half of the
mobile users in Bangladesh still do not even
use 4G.

Currently, over 55 percent of mobile
subscribers in Bangladesh use 4G networks.

Sigve Brekke, president and CEO of Telenor,
the parent company of Grameenphone, said
in a recent interview that Grameenphone
has established extensive 4G coverage across
Bangladesh and now aims to improve indoor
connectivity.

Regarding their 5G launch plans, he
noted consumer benefits of 5G are minimal
compared to 4G.

“5G’s true value lies in specialised use cases,
such as digitising ports, airports, hospitals and
industry,” he said.

He emphasised the need for specific 5G

applications, such as factory automation,

to justily its implementation.

This is because simply
deploying 5G without targeted
use cases is not a viable
business model, he added.

Some industry
people said Bangladeshi
consumers are not ready
for 5G. According to
the BTRC and official
of operators, only 3 to 4
percent of mobile users
have 5G devices.

“In order to assure the use
of updated technology, the
right device is also necessary.
Bangladesh’s perspective should be
strengthened in this regard,” Vivek Sood,
group chief executive officer of Axiata Group,
the parent company of Robi Axiata, told The
Daily Star in an interview.

But despite their unwillingness to launch
5G in the near future, the operators have
already completed the successful trial run of
the technology.

Although Bangladesh became one of the first
nations in Asia to launch 2G in the 90s, 3G only
arrived in the country in 2013 and 4G in 2018 —
a significant delay since the technologies were
launched around the world
in the early and late
2000s respectively.

Experts
divided on
5G necessity

MAHMUDUL HASAN
Experts are split on the necessity of rolling out
5G in Bangladesh due to several critical issues.

Some believe the delay in implementing
5G technology may cause the country to lag
behind in digital infrastructure, economic
growth, and technological innovation,
affecting its global competitiveness and
limiting access to high-speed internet for
businesses and consumers.

“Before the launch of 4G, we didn’t even
think that it would revolutionise services like
video streaming, e-commerce and mobile
gaming,” said a top official of a company in
the telecom sector, wishing anonymity.

“If 5G isn’t launched, you might not realise
what transformative advancements you're
missing out on,” the official added.

According toMahtab Uddin Ahmed, former
CEO of Robi Axiata, the return on investment
for 5G is unclear and given the current forex
crisis, it is deemed a non-essential service.

“With low 4G device usage, allocating
funds to enhance 4G device availability and
network strength would be more beneficial
for the nation,” he said.

“Even if 5G is pursued, it should be limited
to select areas like port authorities and the
military. For general use, it is not justifiable
under the current circumstances,” he added.

Even leading 5G pioneers such as Japan,
China and South Korea struggle to get a
return on investment, he said.

Operators would need to double their
sites for 5G deployment, which requires
more than just setting up radio access
network equipment on existing sites. Device
penetration remains a significant hurdle, he
added.

According to Khaled Mahmud, a professor
of the Institute of Business Administration at
the University of Dhaka, two factors primarily
hinder development of 5G in Bangladesh.

Firstly, Bangladesh has not yet widely

adopted the technological paradigm shift

represented by 5G, he said.
N “Our businesses, customers, and
government agencies are still
unclear on the sheer magnitude
of transformative  changes
possible,” he said.
Second, the number and
| variety of business models that
would drive demand for and
adoption of 5G are sparse at
present. This makes large-scale
deployment of this technology
an unprofitable venture for
cellular companies, he said.
However, he pointed out that
the delay in 5G adoption limits the
country’s businesses in creating novel,
real-time, and scalable value.

“It impedes our government agencies from
delivering individual and community-level
solutions to tackle education, healthcare,
agricultural, energy, and climate issues. In all,
it holds back our citizens in reaching higher
productive and welfare potential,” Mahmud
said.

In the upcoming decade, Bangladesh
could face significant competitive hurdles,
especially if peer nations such as Vietham
continue to make progress in commercialising
5G, he added.

He said the primary solution is not
regulatory or infrastructural.

“It is mostly a demand-side problem
that requires demand-side intervention.
Businesses need to innovate and come up
with new models that can exploit 5G,” said
Mahmud.

More importantly, the technologies that
can harness 5G, such as large networks of the
internet of things (IoT) devices, robotics, big
data and AR/VR-powered e-commerce, need
to be “localised” by finding profitable use
cases, said Mahmud.

Top academic institutions for both
technical and business education can be
major partners in providing timely research
insights to bridge these technologies with
innovative local use cases, he added.




