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The 5G Bandwagon: Legal and Regulatory 
Implications  

Introduction  
 

On 3 April 2019, South Korea became the first country in the world to commercially launch nationwide 

5G mobile services, with the country’s three mobile operators going live in offering data speeds that 

allow users to download entire movies in less than one second. On the same day, US operator Verizon 

began commercial services 5G services in two U.S. cities, Chicago and Minneapolis. Two days later, 

Samsung Electronics released the Galaxy S10 5G, the world’s first available smartphone with built-in 

5G technology. 

 

In Singapore, the three incumbent mobile network operators - Singtel, StarHub and M1 - have all kicked 

off 5G trials with industry partners, including a 5G pilot network in the one-north district, by Singtel and 

Ericsson. The Minister announced earlier this month that Singapore will start 5G roll-out by 2020 and 

that the sectoral regulator will be launching a public consultation shortly on the regulatory framework for 

5G and policy issues such as spectrum allocation.  

 

While the industry has been abuzz with 5G for several years now, this is a pivotal point with the evolution 

of 5G from trial phase to commercial reality. In the last year, massive progress has been made towards 

the new network technology – the standards have been finalised and operators around the world are in 

the process of testing, trialling and rollout in some early stage markets, as we have seen above. 

 

This Client Update provides a brief introduction to 5G, and highlights some of the legal and regulatory 

issues for discussion. 

 

What is 5G? 
 

5G refers to the next - fifth-generation of mobile Internet connectivity which promises much faster data 

download and upload speeds, wider coverage and more stable connections. 

 

5G is a brand new radio technology compared to previous generations of mobile technology, and uses 

new radio millimetre bands in the 30 GHz to 300 GHz range. Current 4G networks operate on 

frequencies below 6 GHz. 

 

In terms of peak speed, 5G is approximately 20 times faster than 4G. 5G promises to accelerate cellular 

data transfer speeds from 100 Mbps to 10 Gbps and beyond, a massive boost that will make next-

generation wireless competitive with even the fastest fiber-optic wired networks.  
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Undoubtedly, such tremendous download speeds will be welcomed in this digital economy. However, 

what is touted to make 5G a revolutionary force is its massive reduction in latency. Latency refers to the 

time gap between the sending of information and the receiving of a response from the sending of such 

information. The aim of 5G is to bring latency down to 1 millisecond (a thousandth of a second) from the 

average of about 30 – 70 millisecond that 4G offers.  

 

The massive reduction in latency makes the 5G technology highly suitable for critical applications that 

require rapid responsiveness, and promises to unlock and enable a host of new applications and 

services that are not possible today. 

 

For example, the 5G network could avail autonomous vehicles with seemingly instantaneous response 

time, thus reducing accidents resulting from a delayed response due to latency. It has been posited that 

the ultra-low latency will greatly enhance vehicle-to-vehicle communication, allowing cars to learn from 

others ahead on the road about potholes or braking. 

 

Other examples of low-latency advantages include greater factory automation, remote healthcare 

services, augmented reality applications, enhanced multi-player gaming experiences and a larger 

Internet of Things (“IoT”) ecosystem. 

 

Another revolutionary concept that ultra-low latency will enable is that of edge computing. Edge 

computing allows data produced by IoT devices to be processed closer to where it is created instead of 

sending it across long routes to data centres or clouds. Doing this computing closer to the edge of the 

network (hence the terminology “edge computing”) allows organisations to analyse important data in 

near real-time – a need of organisations across many industries, including manufacturing, health care, 

telecommunications and finance. In the case of automomous vehicles, edge computing means a faster 

response time for processing tasks like determining which cars nearby need to know about a problem 

and which are not affected.  

  

Legal and Regulatory Issues 
 

The deployment of 5G raises interesting legal and regulatory issues due to the unique features of the 

technology. We discuss some of these below. 

 

Spectrum Allocation 

 

5G can be deployed across a range of frequencies, with different frequencies appropriate for different 

5G use cases - the low bands of less than 1 GHz are suitable for longer range deployments (e.g. mobile 

broadband and massive IoT), mid bands between 1-6 GHz provide wider bandwidths for enhanced 

mobile broadband (“eMBB”) and mission-critical applications whereas the bands above 6GHz are 

suitable for addressing specific use cases requiring extremely high data rates. 
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Some industry players have advocated for 5G spectrum to be licensed on an exclusive basis nationwide 

in order to provide investment certainty and quality of spectrum, given the large-scale investment in new 

nationwide networks that is required for 5G. 

 

Regulators and policymakers will need to carefully balance their priorities and objectives in their 

allocation of 5G spectrum. Commentators have highlighted that high bid prices for spectrum allocation 

are likely to translate into higher prices for consumers downstream as operators seek to recover their 

costs of spectrum acquisition, and/or underinvestment in the networks as operators lack the requisite 

capital for investments after paying a hefty price to acquire the spectrum. 

 

To satisfy their policy objectives, regulatory and policymakers may also opt to attach conditions to their 

allocation of spectrum, in order to ensure that operators utilise their spectrum and there is network build-

out and service provisioning to the less commercially viable rural areas. As an example, the Japanese 

regulator had on 10 April 2019 announced that it has approved the allocation of 5G spectrum to four 

operators, including to new operator Rakuten Mobile. The approvals include the stipulation that all four 

operators launch 5G services using the new spectrum in every Japanese prefecture within two years, 

and effectively sub-divided Japan into 4,500 “blocks” or zones, requiring all four spectrum holders to set 

up base transceiver stations in at least half of these within five years. 

 

Facilitating Network Deployment 

 

Successful 5G implementation will depend on network densification, which is increasing available 

network capacity through adding more cell sites including radio access networks, macro sites, in-

building wireless and small cell deployments. Operators would need to construct small cells in a 5G 

network because services will operate in higher spectrum bands than in today's 3G and 4G networks, 

where signals do not travel as far or penetrate buildings as effectively. These small cells are deployed 

in higher density as compared to a macro cell which is traditionally deployed for the 4G network, which 

allows the increasing of network coverage, capacity, and quality of service, without the need for 

additional spectrum. 

 

The optimal locations for network densification will be near urban areas and large venues where there 

are higher numbers of digital users. Some of the primary ways to achieve network densification include 

increasing the number of antennas and small cell sites as well as upgrading to sector-splitting and 

massive multiple input/multiple output (MIMO) technologies. 

 

Regulators can play a role by putting in regulations that facilitate small cell deployment. As an example, 

21 state legislatures in the U.S. have enacted small cell legislation that streamlines regulations to 

facilitate the deployment of 5G small cells. These laws all take into consideration the unique 

circumstances of their state and local environment, but establish baseline principles such as 

streamlining applications to access public rights-of-way, imposing a cap on costs and fees and 

streamlining timelines for the consideration and processing of cell siting applications. 
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Infrastructure Sharing 

 

Closely related to the high costs of spectrum allocation and infrastructure investments is the concept of 

infrastructure sharing, which has come to the fore with 5G. It is expected that network sharing will 

intensify in the 5G era, particularly given the level of investment required for network densification. 

 

Infrastructure sharing can either be done by legislation as mandated by the country, or by way of 

contractual agreement between network providers. As an example of the latter, Vodafone UK and 

Telefonica UK (O2) have entered into a new infrastructure-sharing relationship ahead of the much-

anticipated 5G rollout. The two players have an existing relationship for shared infrastructure activities, 

managed through the Cornerstone Telecommunications Infrastructure Limited (CTIL) joint venture, with 

this extension to include 5G at joint radio network sites. In April 2018, it was announced that the three 

mobile operators in South Korea would be deploying a nationwide 5G network in the country on a shared 

infrastructure basis, with the main aim of avoiding redundant investments in 5G deployments.  

 

It is also possible that 5G infrastructure sharing will be led by Government action, either by legislation 

or through any Government funding or incentives granted for the deployment of 5G infrastructure. It was 

recently announced in February 2019 that Brunei will consolidate the network infrastructure of all 

existing telecommunication operators in the country under a newly formed company to spur the 

development of Brunei’s ICT sector – such infrastructure sharing could extend to 5G infrastructure when 

it is deployed in Brunei. 

 

Net Neutrality 

 

Another unique feature of 5G surrounding network slicing also raises regulatory issues in relation to net 

neutrality. 

 

Network slicing is a form of network virtualisation in which different services with different needs can be 

provided with different performance characteristics (such as latency, priority, or throughput) on a single 

physical network. These services might include voice, augmented reality, massive IoT, vehicle-to-

vehicle, and emergency service communications. Network slicing is expected to play a critical role in 

5G networks because of the multitude of use cases and new services 5G will support. These new use 

cases and services will place different requirements on the network in terms of functionality, and their 

performance requirements will vary enormously. 

 

Therefore, by nature, network slicing goes against the regulatory principle of net neutrality which is the 

concept that Internet service providers (ISPs) should treat all Internet communications equally and not 

discriminate or charge differently based on user, content, website, platform, application, type of 

equipment, or method of communication.  

 

Several countries have issued or considered implementing regulations in relation to net neutrality, which 

prohibit or limit the extent to which ISPs can discriminate between different types of traffic. For example, 

the European Union has introduced a Regulation that allows operators providing Internet access 
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services to offer “services other than internet access services which are optimised for specific content, 

applications or services, or a combination thereof, where the optimisation is necessary in order to meet 

requirements of the content, applications or services for a specific level of quality”. Under the Regulation, 

national regulatory authorities must verify that the optimisation within the specialised service is 

“objectively necessary”. 

 

Given the above, it remains to be debated whether the concept of network slicing will be compatible with 

that of net neutrality, and whether differentiated access to the network should be allowed by virtue of 

the net economic benefits that it would bring in terms of increasing the flexibility of 5G networks and 

increasing their ability to offer multiple services. In particular, several operators have urged European 

regulators to relax their rules on net neutrality with respect to 5G services, arguing that legislation could 

hinder the rollout of mission-critical applications. 

 
Service Diversification and Bundling by Operators 
 
It has been posited that due to high costs of implementing 5G network infrastructure, network providers 

will seek towards diversifying their provision of services from one of pure connectivity to that of utility. 

For example, network providers will move beyond offering just mobile connectivity and data towards 

offering content that ride on these networks as well as value-added services (such as cybersecurity) 

that the customer could purchase in a bundle. In this regard, customers may face a change in the 

contractual structure in relation to the service provided by the operator to them. At the same time, 

operators will need to consider the additional authorisations and regulations obligations that they require 

to provision the additional services (for example, they may need to get a media licence to provide content 

in addition to their existing telecommunication licences or to obtain a licence to provide cybersecurity 

services). Operators will also need to be sensitive to potential competition regulatory concerns 

surrounding service bundling, cross-subsidisation and margin squeeze as they start playing across more 

layers of the value chain. 

 
Privacy and Security Challenges 

 

Last but not least, as compared to previous wireless generations, such as 3G and 4G, it is anticipated 

that 5G will be based on new technologies such as software defined networks, virtualisation, and cloud 

infrastructure. Besides physical security of network equipment, security would also depend on methods 

such as secure logical separation between virtual servers on the cloud. Software and cloud security 

risks, in addition to communication network security risks, would increasingly need to be addressed by 

5G service providers.  

 

Further, a wide range of devices will be connected to 5G networks, which could include mobile phones, 

smart home devices, industrial devices, medical devices, and autonomous vehicles. As such, the 

number and variety of both threat vectors and targets would be increased significantly. Service providers 

designated as critical information infrastructure owners would need to bear such risks in mind when 

complying with applicable obligations under the cybersecurity legislation of the respective countries, 

such as the Singapore Cybersecurity Act 2018. 
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With high-speed and ubiquitous 5G connectivity, together with the rise in IoT devices, information about 

almost every aspect of a person’s life could be recorded and transmitted to the cloud, in real time. When 

adopting 5G, organisations would therefore need to ensure that they remain compliant with applicable 

data protection laws. From the perspective of individual consumers, there is increasing awareness and 

concern about the risks and consequences regarding compromise of their personal data. In the face of 

such security and privacy challenges, policy makers would no doubt continue to monitor whether the 

frameworks for cybersecurity and personal data protection remain relevant during the 5G era. 

 

Closing Comments 
 

In this update, we have provided a brief update on recent developments in 5G, for both Singapore and 

beyond. The 5G era offers huge promise, but presents challenges as well.  

 

Besides overcoming technical challenges, service providers will need to ensure that they comply with 

applicable legal and regulatory requirements. For instance, with the expected exponential growth of 

M2M devices and communications, service providers will need to ensure they have processes in place 

for compliance with any applicable licensing and/or registration requirements. 

 

Given that the regulations surrounding 5G are in many countries still subject to further deliberation and 

consultations, it is important that all interested parties in the 5G space (including network providers and 

technology companies) engage the relevant regulators at an early stage to shape the framework and 

ensure that it is conducive to 5G deployment.  

 

For further enquiries or discussion, please feel free to contact our team below. 
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Contacts 

   

     

 

Rajesh Sreenivasan 
Head, Technology, Media & 
Telecommunications 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D (65) 6232 0751 
F (65) 6428 2204 
rajesh@rajahtann.com 

 

 

Steve Tan 
Deputy Head, Technology, Media & 
Telecommunications 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D (65) 6232 0786 
F (65) 6428 2216  
steve.tan@rajahtann.com 
 

   

   

 

Lionel Tan 
Partner, Technology, Media & 
Telecommunications 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D (65) 6232 0752 
F (65) 6428 2119 
lionel.tan@rajahtann.com 
 
 

 

 

Benjamin Cheong 
Partner, Technology, Media & 
Telecommunications  
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D (65) 6232 0738 
F (65) 6428 2233 
benjamin.cheong@rajahtann.com 
 

   

     

 
 

Tanya Tang 
Partner (Chief Economic and Policy 
Advisor), Competition & Antitrust and 
Trade; Technology, Media 
&Telecommunications 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D (65) 6232 0298 
F (65) 6225 0747 
tanya.tang@rajahtann.com  
 

   

     

 
 

Please feel free to also contact Knowledge and Risk Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com 
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Our Regional Contacts 

  

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
T  +65 6535 3600   
F  +65 6225 9630 
sg.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Christopher & Lee Ong 
T  +60 3 2273 1919    
F  +60 3 2273 8310 
www.christopherleeong.com  

  

 

R&T Sok & Heng Law Office 
T  +855 23 963 112 / 113    
F  +855 23 963 116 
kh.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Rajah & Tann NK Legal Myanmar Company Limited 
T  +95 9 7304 0763 / +95 1 9345 343 / +95 1 9345 346 
F  +95 1 9345 348 
mm.rajahtannasia.com 

  

 

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
Shanghai Representative Office 
T  +86 21 6120 8818    
F  +86 21 6120 8820 
cn.rajahtannasia.com 

Gatmaytan Yap Patacsil Gutierrez & Protacio (C&G Law)  
T  +632 894 0377 to 79 / +632 894 4931 to 32 / +632 552 1977 
F  +632 552 1978 
www.cagatlaw.com 

  

 
Assegaf Hamzah & Partners 
 
Jakarta Office 
T  +62 21 2555 7800    
F  +62 21 2555 7899 
 
Surabaya Office 
T  +62 31 5116 4550    
F  +62 31 5116 4560 
www.ahp.co.id 

 

R&T Asia (Thailand) Limited 
T  +66 2 656 1991    
F  +66 2 656 0833 
th.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Rajah & Tann LCT Lawyers 
 
Ho Chi Minh City Office 
T  +84 28 3821 2382 / +84 28 3821 2673    
F  +84 28 3520 8206 
 
Hanoi Office 
T  +84 24 3267 6127    
F  +84 24 3267 6128 
www.rajahtannlct.com 

 

 

Rajah & Tann (Laos) Sole Co., Ltd. 
T  +856 21 454 239    
F  +856 21 285 261 
la.rajahtannasia.com 

Member firms are constituted and regulated in accordance with local legal requirements and where regulations require, are 
independently owned and managed. Services are provided independently by each Member firm pursuant to the applicable terms 
of engagement between the Member firm and the client. 
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Our Regional Presence 

 

 
 
 
 

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is one of the largest full-service law firms in Singapore, providing high quality advice to an impressive list of clients.  
We place strong emphasis on promptness, accessibility and reliability in dealing with clients. At the same time, the firm strives towards a practical 
yet creative approach in dealing with business and commercial problems. As the Singapore member firm of the Lex Mundi Network, we are able to 
offer access to excellent legal expertise in more than 100 countries.  
 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is part of Rajah & Tann Asia, a network of local law firms in Singapore, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. Our Asian network also includes regional desks focused on Japan and South Asia.    
 
The contents of this Update are owned by Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP and subject to copyright protection under the laws of Singapore and, through 
international treaties, other countries. No part of this Update may be reproduced, licensed, sold, published, transmitted, modified, adapted, publicly 
displayed, broadcast (including storage in any medium by electronic means whether or not transiently for any purpose save as permitted herein) 
without the prior written permission of Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP. 
 
Please note also that whilst the information in this Update is correct to the best of our knowledge and belief at the time of writing, it is only intended 
to provide a general guide to the subject matter and should not be treated as a substitute for specific professional advice for any particular course 
of action as such information may not suit your specific business and operational requirements. It is to your advantage to seek legal advice for your 
specific situation. In this regard, you may call the lawyer you normally deal with in Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP or e-mail Knowledge & Risk 
Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com. 

 


