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such as Intel, Siemens, Nokia,
Motorola, Cisco and other technology
giants which have thrown their weight
behind the new standard.  The ulti-
mate goal is to implement a new wire-
less access standard which will cover
vast spaces, such as whole cities, one
which will help to resolve problems
with the current 802.11 standard –
narrower bandwidth, uneven connec-
tion quality, a limited range, open-fre-
quency usability, and the need for di-
rect line of sight (Figure 1, 2).

Some observers consider WiMAX
to be an experimental and immature
technology, but they are wrong.  The
802.16-2004 standard, which pre-
cedes WiMAX and Fixed-WiMAX, was
approved by the IEEE last summer,
and now almost 150 WiMAX net-
works have been deployed by service
providers all over the world.  The first
wave of certifying 802.16-2004-based
WiMAX services is ongoing, with the
next wave planned for Q2 2006.

Unlike WiFi, WiMAX was deve-
loped to transmit large amounts of da-
ta in urban and other environments.
WiMax works through reflections

WiMAX services tend to provoke
passionate responses – one either
loves them or hates them.  Those who
claim to love WiMAX say that the new
technology will open up the gate for
further Internet penetration and prod-
uct development. Those who loathe it
say that it is an overly hyped product,
one that will soon be surpassed by bril-
liant new technologies.  Experts, how-
ever, say that WiMAX may very well
tear down WiFi services, which cur-
rently dominate the wireless arena.
The reason, if you believe the special-
ists, is quite simple:  WiMAX offers
dramatically greater bandwidth, a
much larger coverage area, and stable
connections.

With the Baltics’ first  WiMAX sys-
tem tested on the outskirts of Tallinn,
hundreds of users are taking their first
look  at theses technologies. Estonian
county governments have noticed the
promising technology , too. Recently a
local operator won two tenders to cov-
er 6,1000 sq km with WiMAX broad-
band Internet connection in Central
Estonia. County governments have
commented that  it was the operator’s
willingness to invest in new technolo-
gy that ultimately led to success in the
tender. Far-sighted Estonian opera-
tors have also created a stir in Latvia,
from which  businesspeople and gov-
ernment officials have visited Tallinn
to see WiMAX in action. 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
WIMAX AND WIFI

WiMAX stands for “worldwide in-
teroperability for microwave access,”
and it is a trademarked technology
which owes its success to companies

which allow the signal to go beyond
corners, as it bounces off skyscraper
windows, the Earth itself, and other
obstacles, including the leaves of trees.
The only drawback for fixed WiMAX,
in fact, is that users cannot move freely
from one coverage area to another
without breaking the connection.

In early December 2005, the IEEE
approved the 802.16e standard, which
is the next-generation WiMAX mobile
standard.  Hardware manufacturers
can now incorporate standardised
technologies into laptops, PDAs and
other mobile devices.  This allows
Baltic WiMAX operators to offer value-
added services to highly mobile busi-
ness customers.  The first mobile
WiMAX devices should be certified
late in 2006 or early in 2007.  Very few
such portable devices exist at this
time.

WIMAX USERS
WiMAX is seen primarily as a wire-

less broadband channel for new hous-
ing estates, rural areas, and other
places where wire-based broadband
services are not easily available.
Estonia has a high rate of ADSL pene-
tration, so WiMAX is not likely to be-
come a widespread replacement for
home users or for people in locations
with good cable-based Internet ser-
vices. Latvia and Lithuania, however,
are only just catching up in this area,
and one can till find densely populated
areas in those two countries without
cable connections.  WiMAX has great
potential in the wireless Internet seg-
ment in which ADSL has not cornered
the market and where the number of
households which are connected to a
fixed network is growing more rapidly
than is the case in Estonia.

OVERVIEW

First WiMAX Service in
Baltic States Launched 
in Tallinn
Ivo Saluoks, business development manager, Norby Telecom AS, Estonia

October 25, 2005 ≠ that is the day when WiMAX services took off in Tallinn.
With the flip of a switch, Estonia became the first Baltic country to launch a
wireless broadband Internet area.  With others poised to follow, the dream of a
pan-Baltic WiMAX area will soon be realised.

Figure 1. WiMax covers large areas with a wireless broadband Internet
connection.
Source:  Norby Telecom AS
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A high-quality wireless connection
enables Internet surfing, the use of
Internet-based phone services and, in
the more distant future, will also un-
derpin digital television and enter-
tainment.  For home users, WiMAX is
a convenient solution – a little box on
the roof of the building functions as a
one-stop home entertainment centre
and as a window to the world.

Business users, too, can benefit
from WiMAX.  When it comes to band-
width and connection quality, busi-
nesses are very demanding.  ADSL,
which covers many major cities, may
not always satisfy corporate needs.
ADSL download speeds may achieve 8
Mbit/s, but the average upload speed
is capped at 768 Kbit/s.

WiMAX offers a reasonable alter-
native which enables download and
upload speeds of as much as 10
Mbit/s.  Additional synergy is created
by VoIP services, which can signifi-
cantly reduce a company’s communi-
cations costs.

Business users will also under-
stand the value of how quick it is to
set up a WiMAX connection – from re-
quest to installation, it takes just a
few days.  A cable connection can take
months.  Interestingly, areas for fu-
ture office and housing complexes are
often supplied with a WiMAX connec-
tion even before construction work be-
gins.  The developer ensures the qual-
ity of the connection before the build-
ings are finished, and that means that
he is far more likely to choose WiMAX
in the future, too. 

OVERVIEW

ALREADY IN COMMERCIAL USE
Many suppliers are already pro-

viding commercial WiMAX services.
Workable examples are found close to
the Baltic States. In Finland,
Mikkelin Puhelin and Savonlinnan
Puhelin are working together on a
10,000 km2 WiMAX network, which
will cover some 50,000 summer cot-
tages.  Hundreds of customers have
been signed up, and the two compa-
nies plan to expand.  A similar project
will soon be implemented in the city of
Oulu in Northern Finland.

Estonia has two WiMAX operators
at this time.  The first in the market
was Norby Telecom, which opened its

first coverage area in mid-September
on the outskirts of Tallinn.  The com-
pany began to offer commercial ser-
vices in the second week of October.  A
second operator, Baltmax, was not far
behind.  It launched its services a few
weeks later.

Although the two firms offer the
same services, their focus is some-
what different.  Norby has honed in on
clients in new housing estates where
no cables have been laid.  Norby’s
WiMAX service begins at 1 Mbit/s,
and it is supplemented with an
Internet-based phone service.
Baltmax, for its part, has a 256-512
Kbit/s service which is focused on the
urban environment and makes use of
compact indoor devices. Both opera-
tors have promised that they will ex-
pand their WiMAX area to cover all of
Estonia.

Four 3.5 GHz frequency licenses
have been issued in Estonia.  Norby
and Baltmax will probably have more
competition in a year’s time.  Among
them there will be virtual operators
and small ISPs which rent infrastruc-
ture from larger providers.  Licenses
have also been issued in Latvia. In
Lithuania, 3.5 GHz licenses will be
distributed in a competitive process in
early 2006.  Latvia and Lithuania
have no WiMAX networks which are
prepared for commercial deployment,
but that will soon change.

Figure 2. A map of wireless network standards
Source:  Alvarion, Ltd.

Figure 3. The WiMax vision – wireless connections to everywhere
Source:  Alvarion, Ltd.
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THE FUTURE IS SECURE
WiMAX is a technology which of-

fers many different opportunities.  It
works in areas of high or low popula-
tion density.  The situation will become
far more interesting when the first
mobile WiMAX devices appear on the
scene.  On December 7, 2005, the IEE
approved the 802.16e mobile WiMAX
standard, which will officially be
known as 802.16e-2005.  The standard
is presented on 684 pages and was ap-
proved after 12 draft versions, more
than 6,000 comments from specialists,
and more than 1,600 contributed doc-
uments. Certification of mobile
WiMAX devices will begin in the sec-
ond half of 2006, and that will send the
most important message to the mar-
ket.  Motorola and other giants have
been waiting for this moment for a
very long time.  Now they will be able
to finalise their product development
and prepare for commercial launch of
new products.

A true revolution is brewing in the
mobile world.  It will be sparked by
rapid and high-quality wireless con-
nections.  In future, we may have just
one device – a laptop, palmtop or
WiMAX/GSM phone connected at
work, home, on holiday and on the
highway (Figure 3).

Today’s mobile devices are intended
primarily for voice calls, and they are
supplemented with a very small stream
of data communications.  Tomorrow’s
pocket device, by contrast, will be a
small multimedia centre which can
handle huge streams of data and video,
including TV.  Because WiMAX has
been designed to move large amounts of
data, we can assume that prices will
change, too.  Users won’t have to pay
per data unit.  Instead they will pay a
fixed monthly fee which allows them to
download and upload unlimited
amounts of data.  Voice calls will be just
one service among many.

GSM companies see WiMAX as a
technology which complements 3G,
but the fact is that VoIP is already nib-
bling away at the market share of tra-
ditional phone operators.  This is a fac-
tor which must not be overlooked.
Perhaps it is not all that far-fetched to
think that WiMAX operators will soon
be competing with traditional mobile
operators. ❏
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