BRIDGING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE WITH 5G AND OPEN RAN
Supermicro's unparalleled expertise in optimized, industry-standard servers has enabled the company to grow
rapidly in the fast-moving 5G segment.
In this interview with Mobile World Live’s Justin Springham, telecom veteran Michael Clegg discusses how openstandard hardware and software are transforming the mobile industry.
Can you give us a short overview about Open RAN (radio
access network)? What does it mean to you?
I think probably the biggest confusion with Open RAN is that
there are really two axes that people are looking at. On one
axis is the concept of disaggregated hardware and software.
The idea behind that is that you can run virtualized software
for performance, and you can run it on standardized hardware. And that's often when we write about Open RAN, the
term tends to come from that, and it came out of the telecom
infrastructure project initiative that Facebook started.
The second one is a little more industry-directed and comes
out of the O-RAN Alliance. And what the O-RAN Alliance wants
to do is create standardized interfaces between the
centralized unit (CU), which sits at the edge of the network,
the distributed unit (DU), which performs the layer one
processing, and the radio unit (RU). So the idea behind this is
that you could use company A's radio with company B's DU
and company C’s CU. And those are the sort of separate layers.
This is often called Open RAN, and is driven by the O-RAN
Alliance, an operator-led standards body and initiative.
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Now you get four quadrants out of this, and you can do all combinations. So you can have a proprietary RAN implementation
that runs on disaggregated hardware and software. And you can have an Open RAN implementation that runs on proprietary
hardware. You can do either those two, or you can have a completely open implementation with standardized interfaces, but
not running on commercially available hardware. So for us at Supermicro in particular, we are most interested in the
disaggregated hardware and software, because we want to go after that standardized server model. And it's really the
standardized server model that ties back to the 5G cloud-native architecture. So when you put those two together, you really
get the benefits of 5G Open RAN.

How would you describe the state of the Open-RAN market today?
It's happening very quickly now. Originally, there was a lot of skepticism, and
different degrees of buy-in as to whether people would really adopt Open
RAN, and was it providing the benefits. And now we really see that there is an
industry-wide adoption at different levels. Ericsson, who has the most
proprietary equipment, was probably the last one to come in. But they've
been fairly open now that they are going to do Open RAN. Open RAN won't
be the optimum solution in every single case – it’s not that it's going to be
100% that the model is going to move to Open RAN. And I think once people
have started to recognize that as well, the adoption gets a little easier,
because it really becomes about when is this the optimal solution and when
is the best place to use it.
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Now we've really seen two pioneers in the Open RAN space. The first one
happened with 4G networks, particularly in rural areas. In the older
networks, a lot of the voice still runs over TDM 2G network. So you end up having to run three networks: a 2G, a 3G, and a 4G
network, and each one has its own proprietary equipment that gets very expensive, particularly where your population density
is not that high. We saw Open RAN really being adopted by the 4G industry in rural markets, where the processing power, you
could argue, wasn't too complicated. But it validated the systemic principle and validated the whole idea, the concept.
Translating that into 5G networks, again we've really seen the early adoption happening again in these more rural markets, but
also by two greenfield operators, notably Rakuten and DISH Network. Now for them, it's easier to adopt a new technology
because they have no legacy and they don’t have to worry about backwards compatibility or interoperability between the two.
So unsurprisingly they've gone ahead the fastest. Now we're starting to see it go mainstream, and you'll hear more and more
announcements daily.
You highlighted two operators, in particular with regards to 5G. When we think of new technology, we do often think of
advanced markets like the US and Asia as you've just done so. But the fact is that half the world's population remains offline.
Do you think Open RAN can actually help improve global connectivity so that we can bridge the digital divide that is still
quite prevalent?
We have definitely seen this already; once you softwarize everything, it becomes a lot easier to distribute and run on
standardized hardware, which is available in many more markets. And we have seen some recent announcements. Another
session we did with Mobile World Live is with Parallel Wireless, and Etisalat for example, deployed in Afghanistan. So we've seen
some quite remote areas that are adopting this, and they've been able to adopt it with an Open RAN model.
What is Supermicro’s involvement in Open RAN?
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We have been involved very early, right from the beginning. The inception
of running the software on disaggregated hardware, Intel was really in a
way the creator and pioneer of this. We have worked very closely with them
from the beginning. Many of the early reference designs have been built on
Supermicro hardware. And we continue to expand and engage with all the
main industry players, the independent software vendors, as well as a
number of operator networks. So for us, 5G RAN is another edge network
application, and it fits beautifully with our standardized server technology.
For more information, please visit www.supermicro.com/5g
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