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by Phillipa Marks

Closing the spectrum gap
A supplemental downlink at 1.4GHz might be an answer

Industry forecasts suggest mobile
data traffic could grow by up to 30
times current levels over the next 5
years1. To meet this ever increasing
demand operators will need more
spectrum and to adopt new technologies to use spectrum more
effectively.

deploying a supplemental downlink in the 1.4GHz band to support
growth in mobile multi-media traffic
in the near term.

Governments around the world have
announced ambitious targets for
spectrum release to mobile broadband services to stimulate economic
growth and to support universal
service targets. For example targets
of releasing 500 MHz or more over
the next 5 to 10 years have been
announced in the US, for the EU and
in Japan.

Regulators in Europe are busy
releasing frequencies for 4G (the
so called digital dividend at 800
MHz and the 2.6GHz band), but it
is not clear where the next tranche
of spectrum might come from in
the next 10 years. To be useful, the
spectrum needs to be available on a
Europe-wide basis and it needs to be
relatively unencumbered by other
uses.

With all the attractive spectrum that
could be used by mobile services
(i.e. that below 3GHz) already
allocated to other services, releasing
new bands is akin to navigating a
minefield. So what else can policymakers do to support mobile traffic
growth? Where will the additional
spectrum come from? One possible
solution is the frequency range
1452-1492MHz2. In this article3 we
discuss the potential benefits from
1 The Big Picture, Intermedia, July 2011 Volume 39 Issue 3
2 The band is variously called the 1.4 GHz/1.5
GHz/L band in Europe and for convenience
we call it the 1.4 GHz band.
3 Plum was commissioned by Ericsson and
Qualcomm to investigate the possible use of
this band for delivery of enhanced multimedia
services and broadband services. The study
report is at http://www.plumconsulting.co.uk/
pdfs/Plum_June2011_Benefits_of_1.4GHz_
spectrum_for_multimedia_services.pdf
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What is the spectrum
problem for wireless
broadband?

Up to now most spectrum used in
Europe has been paired and this
places limitations on the potential candidate bands. However, in
practice mobile traffic is highly
asymmetric - the ratio of downlink
to uplink traffic in mobile networks
is in the range 4:1 to 8:1. With the
rapid proliferation of smartphones
and, more recently, tablets, downlink to uplink ratios seem likely to
widen to 10:1 and possibly more
as the proportion of video traffic
in networks grows. This suggests it
could be more efficient to expand
the available downlink spectrum.
A number of candidate frequency
bands have been identified by the
European Parliament for future
release for mobile broadband in the
Radio Spectrum Policy Programme.

These include frequencies at 700
MHz (currently used by TV broadcasting), 1.4GHz (allocated but not
used by digital audio broadcasting)
and 2.3GHz (typically used by
defence and emergency services).
In the US a wide range of bands has
been identified but most of these
are used by other services, such as
TV, radars and satellite.
In Europe and a number of other
countries, the most promising candidate appears to be the frequency
range 1.4GHz band which is largely
unused (see Figure 1). The band is
allocated to digital audio broadcasting (DAB) services but these
services have not developed at this
frequency range.
The CEPT4 is considering the best
future harmonised use of the
spectrum in the 1.4GHz. The plan
for the band configures the spectrum as a downlink only. The band
could be used as a supplemental
downlink together with other paired
frequencies.

What is a supplemental
downlink (SDL)?
A supplemental downlink uses
unpaired spectrum to enhance
the downlink capability of mobile
broadband networks. It enables
significantly faster downloads and
supports a much greater number
of users with mobile or portable
4 European Conference of Postal and
Telecommunications Administration (CEPT).
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Figure 1 1.4GHz Band availability for an SDL
(Source: Plum analysis of data from regulator websites)
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wireless devices. Till now this
approach has not been used in
mobile networks because it requires
new technology (sometimes termed
carrier aggregation technology).
But with the development of the
HSPA+ and LTE-Advanced standards,
supplemental downlink and carrier
aggregation are now possible.
The technology allows the bonding
of the usual downlink with a supplemental downlink channel(s), in a
different band, into a single wider
downlink channel as shown in
Figure 2. This provides an efficient
way of using spectrum because
consumption of rich content and
other data heavy applications is
asymmetric.

The case for a supplemental
downlink at 1.4 GHz
There is a substantial case for
harmonising the 1.4 GHz band for
supplemental downlink. It:
»»Provides much needed downlink
capacity given the asymmetric
nature of mobile broadband and
mobile multimedia traffic.
»»Enables considerably higher user
data rates and supports a greater
number of users, all of which will
substantially enhance the user
experience.
»»Could be in use by 2014. Furthermore, it is likely to be the only

Unknown

significant block of new spectrum
available before 2018 (Figure 3).
»»The spectrum is readily available in
Europe and in numerous countries
outside Europe, providing the basis
for realising significant economies
of scale, which should drive down
equipment costs.
»»Offers much better coverage – in
rural areas and into buildings –
compared to other bands that
could become available before
2020 (e.g. 3.5GHz). This is because
of the relatively low frequency
range and regulatory conditions
which allow higher powered transmissions than other bands.
Plum has estimated the value to
Europe of two principal benefits of
an SDL at 1.4GHz:
»»Lower network costs. By using
the SDL to meet rising demand
for mobile broadband, operators avoid investments in addi21
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A supplemental downlink is not
just a theoretical possibility. This
approach is already under consideration in the United States. Once
it has the necessary FCC approvals,
AT&T plans to use a supplemental
downlink in its LTE network, aggre-

gating 700MHz unpaired spectrum
with other paired spectrum on
which it will deploy LTE (outside of
the 700MHz band). AT&T expects
to be able to deploy handsets and
equipment using a supplemental
downlink as early as 2014.
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Figure 2 A typical supplemental downlink configuration
Source: Qualcomm HSPA+ enhancements in Release 9 (and beyond)
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tional base stations. This benefit
is shared between operators and
consumers, with the bulk of the
benefit going to consumers in a
competitive market;
»»The benefits of an enhanced
user experience. These benefits
to users (sometimes termed
consumer surplus) come from
faster download speeds in urban
and suburban areas, support for a
greater number of users and better
in-building coverage.

four operators gives the results
shown in Table 1.

The values obtained depend on the
mobile broadband demand scenario
(higher demand implies a higher
economic value for the band),
whether the spectrum is used by
a single operator or split between
several operators (the more the
spectrum is fragmented the lower
the economic value of the band)
and consumers’ willingness to pay
for enhanced mobile multi-media
services in future (the higher the
willingness to pay, the higher the
economic value of the band).

»»Supports delivery of the Digital
Agenda target to provide 30Mbps
access to 100% of the EU by 2020.
This is an extremely challenging
target for the market to deliver.
Wireless has a key role in providing
high speed broadband to remote
and rural customers. The 1.4 GHz
band can play an important role in
providing very high speed broadband access required to meet
Digital Agenda targets at lower
cost than fibre or wired infrastructure. This will help reduce public
subsidies for providing broadband
in rural areas, which currently
amount to around €2.5bn a year.

Assuming conservatively that the
spectrum is split equally between
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These estimates show that the
harmonisation and use of 1.4GHz
for a supplemental downlink for
enhanced mobile multimedia and
broadband services could generate
economic benefits worth as much as
€54 billion for Europe.
There are three additional major
benefits from the use of an SDL at
1.4GHz. The 1.4GHz band:

FDD uplink
Paired eg 2.1GHz, 800MHz

F1

»»Increases competition in the
mobile broadband and content
markets. Limited availability of
spectrum below 1GHz means that
in many countries, operators will
have little or possibly even no low
frequency spectrum to provide
mobile broadband services. The
availability of additional spectrum
at 1.4GHz for an SDL will enable
players to compete more aggressively in the supply of high speed
mobile broadband and multimedia
content. Increased competition is
likely to result in lower prices for
consumers. For operators more
mobile broadband capacity would
be available to experiment with
new business models.
»»Gives European suppliers an early
opportunity in the development
of innovative mobile multimedia
services and new mobile broadband business models utilising an
SDL. There is considerable scope
for the adoption of 1.4 GHz for an
SDL outside Europe such as in the
Middle East and Africa, Australia,
Canada and Mexico. Implementation of the standard in Europe
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Figure 3 Possible timings for release of bands for mobile services
Frequency
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will open up new business opportunities in international markets,
particularly for service and content
providers with successful business
models.

All of Europe

Without additional spectrum the
industry will struggle to deliver
cost effectively the multimedia
and broadband services people are
likely to demand in the future. For
example, the move to cloud based
services makes little sense without
good mobile connectivity.

Conclusion
Mobile traffic will continue to grow
exponentially over the coming
years. This point is appreciated
by many governments who have
targeted to release significant
amounts of spectrum in the next
5-10 years. The 1.4GHz band is
widely available and currently
underutilised across Europe as well
as in many countries globally and
thus offers a scalable opportunity.

The release of 1.4GHz for SDL
could stimulate economic activity
by allowing new applications and
business models to develop and
lowering the cost of delivering
wireless services. The economic
benefits could be worth as much
as €54 billion for Europe and the
band could be used to augment
other low frequency spectrum used

to meet the ambitious targets of
governments to deliver universal
high-speed broadband. Not only
would the application of a supplemental downlink at 1.4GHz help
achieve these targets in a relatively
short timescale – the next 3-4 years
– it will also help operators reduce
their costs. In time the supplemental
downlink could even be deployed in
other frequency ranges that will be
used in future by mobile networks.
Phillipa Marks is a
Director at Plum Consulting

Table 1 Source: Plum analysis
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Avoided
infrastructure costs

4

15
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Value of enhanced
user experience

9
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Total
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IIC Annual Conference 2011 http://ww
Making digital society a universal reality

Creating a digital society, benefiting the mass of the population, will require a range of new
content services and business models in the telecommunications and media sectors. It will
involve the full potential of mobile services and applications, social media and the mobile
internet, and engage the billions who use pre-paid cell phones and free-to-air radio and
television or who are still unreached by the internet.
As technologies, markets and the broadband ecosystem evolve, the relevant public
institutions and regulatory bodies will need recasting to address new challenges, particularly in the areas of competition policy, encouraging innovation, privacy and consumer
protection.

3-4
October
Johannesburg

The IIC’s Annual Conference - in the sessions summarized below - will offer the
opportunity to senior industry, government and regulatory representatives and
other experts from around the world to share their insights into recent developments, debate the market, public policy and regulatory implications, and
suggest pointers towards future outcomes.

Pushing the boundaries
of communications

Bb

Deploying broadband on
an unprecedented scale

Building the content
industry of the future

"Internet user
penetration in
Africa grew
over 20-fold
in the decade
to 2010, from
0.5% to
10.8%. This
gave Africa
higher Internet
user penetration
in 2010, than in
the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS)
five years earlier."*

Improving the use of
spectrum

Breakout groups
Building more effective public institutions
Making mobile banking people's banking
The future of content distribution
Overcoming obstacles to universal access
The future Internet
Creating content that is local
24

*(Source: ITU Snapshot,
http://www.itu.int)
*Table montage from
Intermedia May 2011
Mobile telecom in Africa
An unforeseen success,
Ewan Sutherland

Updating institutional and
regulatory frameworks

Company

Vodafone
(UK)

Turnover
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Bn)
72.4

Orange
65.9
"Mobile
(France) cellular
penetration in
Africa in 2010
Bharti
(45.2%)
was higher
Airtel
3.5
(India)
than mobile cellular
penetration in the
MTN
Americas
in 2004
(South
17.0
(42.8%).
Mobile
Africa)
cellular penetration
in the Americas had
Etisalat
8.4
grown
(UAE) to 94.5% by
2010."*
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October
Johannesburg

The IIC International Regulators’
Forum (IRF) is the world’s only independent international membership
body established solely for statutory regulators in the communications and media industries to study
wide-ranging themes that are of direct importance to them.
The IIC IRF holds a wide brief globally and discusses key
current and emerging subjects as they directly affect the
regulator. The programme is divided into seven sessions
(summarized opposite) and the subjects for discussion are
chosen in consultation with the IIC’s IRF members and other
statutory
regulators.
In 2011 the IIC IRF will be hosted by
the Independent Communications
Authority of South Africa (ICASA) in
Johannesburg, South Africa. For the
detailed programme of this event
(which is restricted to regulators)
see the IIC website http://www.
iicom.org

IIC International
Regulators
Forum 2011

The Sequencing of Regulation:
From Policy to Rules and Tools

Are regulators given the
right frameworks?
Moving to market-based
systems of spectrum allocation
Building institutional capacity
and human capital
Regulatory models for IPTV,
VoD and apps
Interconnection regulation
Impact of new media on public
service broadcasting
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DRC, Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Mozambique,
South Africa, Tanzania

Europ
Amer
and A

10

Botswana, Cameroon, Central African Republic,
Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Guinea
Conakry, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Madagascar, Mali,
Morocco, Mauritius, Niger, Senegal, Tunisia, Uganda
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Burkina Faso, Chad, DRC, Congo Brazaville, Gabon,
Ghana, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Niger, Nigeria,
Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia
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TVWS could transform the
Benin, Botswana, Cameroon, Congo Brazaville,
Ghana, Guinea Bissau, Guinea Conakry, Ivory Coast,
Cypr
connectivity
landscape in
Liberia, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Sudan,
Y
Africaand
to achieve
the goal of
Swaziland, Uganda, Zambia
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Economic and public policy
regulation
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The ICT Landscape in BRICS

Spectrum

countries
The Institute for Prospective
Technological Studies (IPTS),
Joint Research Centre of the
European Commission, is organising this one day workshop to
take a closer look at - and document - the ICTs landscape in
some emerging economies, the
BRIC countries, which are becoming
major players in ICT use and production in their own right.

BRICS

India
Bang

creating affordable access and
also boosting the growth of
UAE,
Benin, Central Africa Republic, Egypt, Gabon, Ivorythe technology sector in subAfghAfrica. This one day
Saharan
Coast, Niger, Nigeria, Sudan, Tanzania, Togo
Lanka
workshop will be an opportunity
for government
officials, communicaCent
Chad, DRC, Ghana, Senegal, Tanzania
tion regulators,
and industry profesAmer
sionals to learn about the opportunichallenges involved.
Angola, Namibia, Cape Verde Islands , São Tomé &ties and
Portu
Principe
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Associated events
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For information see http://www.iicom.org
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