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FEATURE ARTICLE

European Wi-Fi : A Look At
The French New Wave 
By Greg Tally ■ Freelance Writer & Christian Dawson  ■  ServInt Internet Services

These days, bashing the French
may be the height of fashion
in some circles. But building

owners may want to take note of the
moves made by the Gallic national
carrier, France Telecom. A late-comer
to wireless networks, France Telecom
is now scrambling to build out its
wireless broadband infrastructure in
the countryside. The French deploy-
ment of Wi-Fi demonstrates how
MTU/MDUs outside of the big city
can use Megabit-level broadband as a
business advantage.

But first a little background: Wi-Fi
stands for wireless fidelity, an interop-
erability standard developed by the
Wireless Ethernet Compatibility Al-
liance (WECA). The current Wi-Fi
standard is IEEE 802.11b, a 2.4 Ghz
wireless signal that operates at up to
11 Mbps. As a test lab, WECA has
done basic troubleshooting to make
sure that Wi-Fi gear works between
multiple certified vendors. 

In this, WECA has been wildly suc-
cessful, organizing a surge in new con-
nectivity products among its 75 mem-
bers. For less than $100 for a laptop
card, end users can enjoy high-speed
Ethernet-style access with no wires at-
tached. According to Ian Keene from
Gartner Group, by 2004, more than
50 percent of professional Notebook
PCs will have Wireless LAN capabili-
ty.

Wi-Fi’s Haute Flavors
Like some insane French chef,

WECA has been busy cooking up new
flavors of Wi-Fi – and quite literally,

it’s a mess of alphabet soup. At last
year's CeBIT tradeshow in Hanover,
Germany, many Europeans got their
first public demonstrations of 802.11a
networks. 802.11a builds on the suc-
cess of 802.11b and increases the
transport speed from 11 Mbps to 54
Mbps. Since then 802.11g has come
to the table. 802.11g’s future looks
bright, combining the speed increases
of 802.11a networks with frequencies
that retrofit well with 802.11b con-
sumer hardware. The first draft of
.11g has just been approved, and rati-
fication is expected to happen in July
of this year, with certified products to
follow. 

802.11g has proved to many people
Wi-Fi deployments are finally ready for
prime-time. This includes MTU/MDU
owners, many of whom are waiting for
Wi-Fi to hit maturity before embracing
it.

The French Connection
While 802.11 has been in various

stages of implementation in some coun-
tries for over three years, it reached
France only recently.  Bogged down for
years by communications regulations,
France as a whole is a late comer to the
Wi-Fi scene. (Central Europe was also
hampered because Wi-Fi used the same
frequencies as certain military radio
channels). Now the French are playing
some serious catch up to the rest of
Western Europe and North America.
Outside of the big metro areas, tradi-
tional landline broadband could not be
justified economically. High-tech Paris
may be the City of Fiber Optic

Lights—but a less-densely populated
area like, say, Brittany, still has many
dark spots on the map.

Enter France Telecom, with its gam-
bit to deploy network ‘Hot Spots’ in
many of the more rural areas across the
French countryside. Hot Spots repre-
sent regions where end users – when
armed with the right laptops and plug-
in cards-- can pull Internet access from
the air. France Telecom is looking to cut
the high costs of deploying fiber-based
broadband. The fewer the customers in
a market, the harder it is to realize a re-
turn-on investment. Wi-Fi’s appeal lies
in its ability to cheaply leapfrog many
geographic and logistical hurdles. Its an
inexpensive workaround. With its Wi-
Fi play, France Telecom has quickly seen
competitors such as Altitude Telecom
join the fray. All parties are racing to
meet the needs of an underserved con-
stituency. 

Cheap Value-Addeds
"Though carriers could install

broadband ‘pipes’ to remote areas,
costs prohibit extending wired access
to homes and small businesses. But
broadband for country areas will be-
come practical as Wi-Fi costs fall and
technology improves," says Gartner
Analyst Severine Real. 

Based out of Gartner’s UK offices,
both Real and Keene are closely
watching Wi-Fi deployments across
the Channel. 

"France is not unique," adds Keene.
"There is growing interest from rural
communities throughout Europe and
North America who feel left out of the

"Like some insane French chef, WECA has been busy cooking up new
flavors of Wi-Fi – and quite literally, it’s a mess of alphabet soup."
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carrier plans for DSL roll-out and are
looking to alternative methods of sup-
plying connectivity to their populace.
Property owners in rural communities
should look at this as an opportunity
to serve an underserved market – to
do it inexpensively, in a manner that
will reap strong monthly recurring
revenue."

Property owners certainly know by
now that they can make themselves at-
tractive to prospective tenants with ac-
commodations that have broadband
connections via WLAN. They don't
have to re-wire a building, which
could prove expensive. Even so, on-
net buildings, particularly wired
buildings in underserved areas, should
look further, and examine the bigger
picture of what opportunities the Wi-
Fi revolution is bringing.

The Downsides
802.11 is not a panacea without its

downsides. It runs up against several
competing wireless standards. All across
Europe and North America, cellular
networks such as GSM, GPRS and 3G
are being built out, but all these cellu-
lar networks will be relatively expensive
and slow for PC office applications, not
to mention vertical applications such as
warehousing, retail and Hospital use.
Unlike GSM (Global System for Mo-
bile Communications) networks, the
Wi-Fi frequency bands are relatively
open and tenants can set up their own
Wi-Fi networks. 

When left unchecked in high-de-
mand areas, chatter from competing
Wi-Fi networks can grow like weeds. At
several airports, and at the New York
Stock Exchange, property owners have
had to take control of the airwaves to

prevent total chaos through the unco-
ordinated use of many interfering Wi-
Fi systems. 

More than Just an Amenity
The French rollouts are early enough

that the predictable results have not yet
played out in the business press. At
some point, someone is going to say,
"Zut Alors! I have extra bandwidth and
a wireless footprint much larger than
my building. I should sell this stuff."
Put simply, securing broadband-level
access gives any property owner a re-
source with a market value. Especially
in undeveloped areas, Wi-Fi can be
more than just another amenity to lure
tenants; it can bring in revenue, as well.
It may not make sense for many
MTU/MDUs to extend their WLAN
past the confines of their own building.
However, in underserved rural commu-
nities, where competing radio chatter is
low, property owners can "rent out"
extra bandwidth with their public Hot
Spot services.

Brave New World
What’s harder to predict is the rev-

olution in remote building monitor-
ing that will occur once the wireless
bandwidth is in place. The applica-
tions-to-come will allow off-site prop-
erty managers check up on HVAC, se-
curity systems, fire suppressant
systems, etc. through the Internet.
The model is already in place in the
telecom industry, where IT manager
routinely check on far-flung data clos-
ets without ever leaving their seats.
Once the broadband grid is in place,
it’s not a stretch to imagine a sort of
"virtual sooper" checking on offices
and apartment buildings in the not-
too-distant future. 

The bottom line is that over the next
5 years, property owners will need to
have a handle on Wi-Fi technologies.
Even if they don’t intend to deploy right
away, owners should immediately start
putting a clause in their contracts that
allows them ultimate control of the
2.4GHz and 5 Ghz frequency bands.

Owners and managers should look for
opportunities to use their buildings as
service stations, creating public Hot
Spots to develop new sources of rev-
enue. 

Ultimately, the world is changing,
and powerful communications tech-
nologies are starting to reach out to
rural areas and the under-serviced. As
Wi-Fi leaves the large cities and creeps
into the countryside, it will affect prop-
erty owners who have given little to no
thought to broadband deployment.
The French are doing their best to get
ahead of the curve. Many in the U.S.
may need to investigate Wi-Fi, as well. 

A parting shot: in the United States,
it’s the Germans who are leading the
way through Deutsche Telekom sub-
sidiary, T-Mobile. The cell-phone carri-
er has set up numerous Hot Spots, most
notably in Starbucks coffee houses
around the country. But even here, the
focus is on deployment inside major
U.S. cities – the same urban markets
that Starbucks serves. What T-Mobile
lacks is the bricks and mortar necessary
to target smaller communities. U.S.
property owners could take a lesson
from the French, and look to these un-
derserved markets to develop new
sources of profit. And the value of mak-
ing more money is something on which
even Americans and the French can
agree. ■
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