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The quest for broadband: What’s coming?

U.S. regulators recently approved limited use of a breakthrough wireless technology called ultrawideband (UWB).1 Unlike standard wireless systems, which emit radio waves on specific frequencies (see p. 277 in the Complete version and p. 222 in the Intro version of the textbook), UWB devices send out short bursts, or pulses, of radio energy, up to 1 billion per second.2 It operates across a wide swath of frequencies, enabling it to run at very high speeds and low power levels. And UWB signals can penetrate walls more easily than narrowband radio waves. UWB goes a step beyond Bluetooth and other current wireless systems by transmitting video and other high-bandwidth content.

Because UWB shares the communications spectrum with other technologies, it won’t be constrained by the U.S.’s growing spectrum shortage.3
Although airlines, cellphone carriers, and makers and users of GPSs (Global Positioning Systems) are worried about transmission interference, the Federal Communications Commission says that interference is unlikely and that the new technology will have many uses. For example:4
· Home users will be able to set up wireless home networks connecting computers, cable TV set-top boxes, and other current wireless devices.

· Low-cost security systems could distinguish between a pet and an intruder.

· Police could detect, through walls, the movements of a hostage taker.

The new technology uses so little power that it could be used in wireless phones far smaller than those currently available. It’s signal is difficult to intercept, and it is also easy to encrypt for security purposes.5

Current wireless phones and services are better and more innovative in Europe and most of the rest of the world than they are in the U.S. This is because, years ago, these other countries decided to pick a single, standard wireless phone technology, and they settled on GSM (Global System for Mobile communications). The U.S., however, refused to settle on a standard, and that blunder has resulted in a patchwork of multiple, incompatible technologies.6 GSM does exist in the U.S., but it is broadcast on a frequency different from that used elsewhere. VoiceStream, Cingular, and AT&T are in the process of converting their networks to GSM.7

Remember, UWB and GSM, as are CDMA (Code Division Multiple Access) and TDMA (Time Division Multiple Access) systems, as well as the 2G (second-generation) and 3G (third-generation) technologies described in your textbook, are for wide-area networks, like cellphone systems, that must operate over miles. The two important local-area, or short-range, wireless technologies that are becoming common in offices, shops, hotels, and airports are the WiFi and Bluetooth-type systems described in your book.
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