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VE have all seen the nassive advertising canpai gns of 3G application
wannabes and the faltering WAP (Wrel ess Application Protocol).
Unfortunately, w reless broadband applications and infrastructure, on

whi ch the success of 3G hinges, have been energing slowy for the past
five years or so. But given the |evel of awareness anong users on wirel ess
br oadband, the situation is understandabl e.

VWhile the talk of the town in the recent past has nostly centred on 3G
and various spectrumlicences, another wireless solution is on the brink
of a mmj or breakthrough. Technically known anmong the nerds as the
Institute of Electrical and El ectronics Engineers (| EEE) 802.11b wirel ess
net wor ki ng protocol, it's nore commonly understood as sinply "W-Fi'. A
mature and established technol ogy, W-Fi enables users to experience an
access speed of up to 11 negabits per second. To accomopdate such demand,
in months to cone, nore and nore | aptop and PDA vendors are planning to
include W-Fi capability as part of their standard configuration and
product offerings.

As W-Fi is lowin financial risk, we can be rest assured that it is
here to stay. According to experts, sonme cities in the Unites States are
even choosing W-Fi over cellular networks for uses such as distributing
mug shots to police cruisers. Some towns in the US al ready have hundreds
of access points available for the public. Today, to wire a small office
for a local area networking, it can typically cost as much as US$30, 000.
In contrast, a simlar W-Fi installation will cost only US$500.

Cl oser hone, a conpany called Airzed Networks Sdn Bhd is preparing
itself for a sudden increase in W-Fi infrastructure. It has already
| aunched wireless Internet services at 10 | ocations in Kuala Lunpur,
Cyberjaya, Petaling Jaya and Subang Jaya at selected outlets of Austin
Chase Coffee, doria Jeans Coffee, San Francisco Coffee, and Stars Oyster
Sushi Bar. The conpany plans to set up about 25 hotspots at these cafint
est abl i shnents, including DOVE Cafint by the end of Novenber. It has al so
installed W-Fi at KIOSK Conveni ence Store at Pusat Bandar Damansar a,
Pet al i ng Jaya.

But just who is Airzed? The conpany's executive chairman is a fanous
corporate Mal aysia citizen, Miukhriz Mhathir.

Foll owi ng the footsteps of his fanous siblings, Mikhriz is on a mssion
with a technol ogy solution to connect people.

It all started back in 1994 when Mikhriz co-founded a conpany call ed
Opcom Cabl es Sdn Bhd, which specialises in the provision of fibre optic
cables. Eric Chhoa, the other co-founder of OQpcom is now Airzed s chief
executive officer. Chhoa clains that Opcom provides 60 to 70 per cent of
the fibre optic cables laid out in the country. "W are the |argest
supplier to Tel ekom Mal aysia. W al so supply to Tenaga, Petronas and
Cel com ' says Chhoa.

VWile fibre optic is a key enabl er of communications, it, however,
relies on a physical infrastructure. Enabling comunications hence is in
the m nds of these two personalities. W-F seens |ike an inevitable
choi ce for the next business venture. "W felt that we had to be in
there,' says Mikhriz. "W-Fi is definitely going to be the one that's
going to rule the waves. And it's so new, many people are not into it yet.
The technology is still relatively new, it is just devel oping. PDAs are
only com ng up, they still have not caught on yet.'



Mukhri z and Chhoa pool ed their resources of “under RMLO million' to get
the research and devel opnent stage going in early 2000. The R&D phase t ook
them a whole 18 nonths to develop the core W-Fi technol ogy. Chhoa
believes that that is the best way of going about it, as conpared to
trying to run a start-up. ~Qur focus today - since our technology is in
pl ace and everything is fine - is on the custoner and the market. At this
point of time, Mikhriz and | don't need the distraction of dealing with
i nvestors. It can take up a lot of your tinme,' Chhoa says, rationalising
the conpany's need to remain a private entity.

Wth the advent of W-F solutions, the conpany plans to address the
issue of the digital divide. Wiile it is currently featured prom nently
only in classy joints and cafints, Chhoa sees the possibility of W-Fi going
to the rural areas in the not-so-distant future.

Cost -consci ous, snall and medium enterprises are always hungry for a
neat and easy way to unleash a networking solution

Mukhriz sees an advantage in involving the conpany in W-Fi. He feels
that Airzed has a clear head start. “The good thing about it is,' he says,
“we have to benchmark with what's out there. Rather than conparing
ourselves with what is available locally, we |look at what is happening in
San Franci sco and what they are doing in Seoul, for exanple. W really
need to conpare ourselves with the kind of service they provide.
Eventually, we too have to join in, right?

Mukhriz cites the exanple of "hotspots' in cafes. One should observe
the profile of people going there. Many office workers find convenience
working in the cafes for the sinple reason of speed. The speed in W-Fi
hotspots is certainly an i nprovenent over their dreary dial-ups in the
of fice. He adds, “The next tinme the boss sees you in Austin Chase, don't
panic. It doesn't nean you are not working,' quips Mikhriz.

Though skepticism persists as to whether W-Fi would actually take off,
Mukhriz feels that it is nerely a matter of viewpoint. He sees W-Fi as
not anot her technol ogy solution for the sake of technol ogy. He believes
that users will not abandon it as was the case with its predecessors.
"Finally, we found a technol ogy that prom ses value, and does it cheaply,"
he says. "W don't need to install a huge system The pervasiveness of the
system al l ows nore people to get on it, and therefore it will grow very
fast; therefore we will not charge too high.'

Currently, the service is offered free of charge. Airzed is planning to
i npl enent charges at an affordabl e range cone January next year. Airzed' s
W -Fi service offering includes Wb-based | ogi n aut hentication, web-based
customer sel f-provisioning, support for virtual private networking (VPN
and e-mails, web-based problemresolution, and in the near future, roam ng
capabilities with other network service providers.

VWhen fully inplenented, the W-Fi service can be used to check bills,
usage record or make changes to your personal particulars such as address
or password change and much nore from your web browser. Currently, it is
avail able for free and is conpatible with Wndows XP, Wndows 2000 and
W ndows 98

As for the subscription rate, Airzed is planning schemes |like a Monthly
Unlimted Plan as well as a Yearly Unlinmted Plan as part of its service
offering in the initial stage.

Airzed has also released the first version of its Airzed Hotspot
Locator, a W-Fi software that “sniffs' the air for available Airzed or
its roam ng partners' hotspots and nmakes it easy for users to connect to
its W-Fi networks in any countries where Airzed's W-Fi service is
avai |l abl e. The Airzed Hotspot Locator is conpatible with Wndows XP,

W ndows 2000 and W ndows 98. A Wndows CE version will be released in the
near future.



The conpany is currently working with [ ocal tel ecomunications service
provi ders such as Tel ekom Mal aysi a, TIME dot Com and Maxis to introduce
roam ng services. Airzed is also |looking into making simlar arrangenents
wi t h banks, which may want to offer their Internet banking custoners
Airzed's W-Fi service as well. According to both Chhoa and Mikhri z,
Airzed plans to offer its W-Fi systemto nany owners of prem ses such as
cafints, airports, mass transit hubs, hotels, |ocal governnments and ot her
high-traffic establishnments.

Mukhriz hopes that bandwi dth cost will continue to become nore
conpetitive in line with the price level in other devel oped countries so
that the benefits can be passed on to the consuner. He feels that Airzed's
W-Fi serviceis inline with the Governnment's policy of pronoting
br oadband penetration and increased Internet usage in Ml aysia. Wth
Airzed's W-Fi solution, is broadband wireless here to stay? Perhaps.

G ven that the cost of technol ogy access is getting increasingly |lower, it
woul d be not too far in the future before a man on the street can just
wal k into a “nmamak' stall and connect wirelessly to the Internet via a
PDA. Too good to be true? Fact or nyth? Let's just wait and see.
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