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Deployment of 5th generation (5G) mobile communication technology is setting the stage for the
next generation of radio spectrum management. New spectrum sharing arrangements have been
identiﬁed as eﬀective ways to satisfy emerging connectivity needs. In particular, the so-called
Licensed Shared Access (LSA) regime has been given prominence in the European Union (EU) to
facilitate access to additional spectrum necessary to meet the exponential growth of mobile data
traﬃc. Under the LSA regime, already occupied, but underutilised spectrum would be shared, on
a licensed-basis, between incumbents and mobile operators, under agreed frequency, location
and time sharing conditions. A similar system has been proposed in the United States (US),
called Spectrum Access System (SAS).
In this context, the purpose of this paper is two-fold: ﬁrstly, to assess the novelty of the LSA
regime with respect to existing spectrum sharing arrangements in the EU and, secondly, to
identify the main diﬀerences between the LSA and the SAS regimes. Policy documents, academic
papers, position papers and analysis reports are scrutinised to gather information on technical
and regulatory aspects of existing and emerging spectrum sharing regimes.
This paper concludes that the novelty of the LSA regime is found in the possibility for mobile
operators to access additional spectrum below 6 GHz (GHz) with the regulatory certainty
required to invest in 5G. Implementing other spectrum sharing regimes to access sub-6 GHz
spectrum would not guarantee mobile operators protection from harmful interference and
predictable Quality of Service (QoS).
The comparison between the LSA and the SAS approaches suggests that the LSA regime can
be implemented quicker and with less eﬀort than the SAS regime, because of its lower level of
technical complexity. Nevertheless, the LSA regime is expected to be overtaken by the SAS
regime in the long term, as technology advances. The SAS regime would allow more users to
coexist in the same spectrum bands thanks to spectrum sensing techniques.

1. Introduction
Demand for access to the radio spectrum is constantly and rapidly growing. In particular, more radio spectrum is needed to cope
with an exponential growth of mobile data traﬃc (Khun-Jush, Bender, Deschamps & Gundlach, 2012). According to a recent
forecast, global mobile data traﬃc is expected to increase eightfold between 2015 and 2020, with a compound annual growth rate
(CAGR) of 53 per cent. Global mobile data traﬃc would reach 30.6 exabytes per month by 2020, compared to 820 petabytes per
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month at the end of 20121 (Cisco, 2014; Cisco 2016a). Additionally, the foreseen mobile data growth is not only due to the use of
smartphones and tablets (RSPG, 2013), but also machine-to-machine (M2M) communications in industries such as transport,
logistics, automotive, health, manufacturing, energy, media and entertainment (ITU, 2015a; ITU, 2015b; 5G Manifesto, 2016; EC,
2016a; FCC, 2016a). M2M communications are expected to register a ﬁvefold growth between 2015 and 2020, growing from 604
million in 2015 to 3.1 billion in 2020 (Cisco, 2016b).
5G networks2 are expected to support and promote such massive growth of mobile data traﬃc. Although still not standardised,
5G technology would be provided with enhanced characteristics, compared to existing network technologies, which would satisfy
various connectivity needs, such as high data capacity, high data rate, low latency, high reliability, massive device connectivity,
mobility and low energy consumption (4G Americas, 2015; ITU, 2015a; Ericsson, 2016a; EC, 2016a; RSPG, 2016). In order to meet
varying connectivity needs, 5G networks are expected to be highly heterogeneous, including both macro and small cells, multiple
input multiple output (MIMO) schemes, and high capacity backhaul. The heterogeneity of 5G network will be supported by
employing diﬀerent spectrum bands, below 6 GHz, in particular below 1 GHz, and above 6 GHz (ITU, 2015a; ITU, 2015c; EC,
2016a; PolicyTracker, 2016).
On one hand, low spectrum bands possess better propagation properties, which can serve applications that require highly robust
performance, over long distances. On the other hand, using higher bands guarantees greater data capacity, although over short
distances. The attractiveness of high spectrum bands is due to two main elements: wider bandwidth and global harmonisation. High
spectrum bands, in particular in the millimetre wave range between 20 and 300 GHz, oﬀer contiguous and wide spectrum bandwidth
to support connectivity needs such as high data rate, low latency and high capacity, in speciﬁc areas where traﬃc demand is very
high. Spectrum blocks in higher bands would be at least 100 MHz in width, while spectrum blocks in low bands are usually 5–
10 MHz in width (4G Americas, 2015; Wheeler, 2016). In addition, high spectrum bands oﬀer opportunities for global
harmonisation. This would be extremely beneﬁcial in terms of economies of scale in equipment manufacturing, reduced device
complexity, and reduced cross-border interference.
Finding contiguous spectrum for mobile broadband services in the sub-6 GHz spectrum is challenging. Sub-6 GHz spectrum is
particularly crowded as it is employed for several public and commercial uses, including mobile broadband services. Sub-6 GHz
spectrum used for mobile broadband services is not globally harmonised (ITU, 2012a). On the contrary, its availability and amount
of bandwidth vary across bands and countries. Spectrum fragmentation may prevent 5G from meeting the connectivity demands of
certain use cases. Nevertheless, re-farming does not appear to be an appropriate solution when spectrum is highly fragmented (Cave
& Webb, 2015; Tehrani, Vahid, Triantafyllopoulou, Lee & Moessner, 2016). Freeing up spectrum bands from current uses would
result in an unreasonably costly and time-consuming process (Khun-Jush et al., 2012). At the same time, evidence shows that parts
of the sub-6 GHz spectrum are underutilised. In the search for alternatives to spectrum re-farming, policy makers and regulators
have identiﬁed new spectrum sharing arrangements as potential eﬀective ways to access spectrum below 6 GHz in a timely manner
(Nicita & Rossi, 2013). In addition to licence-exempt shared access, the new concept of shared access on a licensed basis has been
investigated, in particular in the EU and the US (EC, 2012; Mueck et al., 2015; FCC, 2015; AGCOM, 2016a).
The licence-exempt shared access regime has existed for long time (Cave & Webb, 2015). Under this regime, anyone is
authorised to use the spectrum, as long as compliance with certain technical measures, necessary to minimise the risk of producing
harmful interference, is guaranteed (Faulhaber & Farber, 2002). A larger number of users can access the spectrum, compared to
exclusive access regimes. Nevertheless, users cannot claim protection from harmful interference and there is no certainty over QoS.
The need to guarantee protection from harmful interference and predictable QoS in the provision of mobile broadband services has
motivated policy makers and regulators to develop new sharing regimes which could satisfy such needs.
In the EU, the LSA regime is currently under discussion. The LSA regime has been deﬁned as a regulatory approach that allows
for shared use of already assigned, but underused spectrum bands between incumbents and a limited number of new users, by
means of individual spectrum rights of use. These individual licences would include sharing conditions to allow both incumbents and
new users to provide guaranteed QoS. In the US, the SAS regime has been proposed. The SAS regime is a three-tier system of
spectrum access, which broadly resembles the LSA architecture. The novelty of the LSA and the SAS regimes lays on the possibility to
support spectrum sharing, while at the same time, providing spectrum users with individual spectrum rights of use. Since 2013, LSA
trials have been conducted in a number of EU member states, including Italy, Spain, Finland and France to test the feasibility of such
sharing arrangement in the 2.3 GHz band (EC, 2012; ETSI, 2013; CEPT, 2014a; CEPT, 2014b; CEPT, 2016). Similarly, the SAS
regime has recently attracted increasing attention from the industry, which has committed to invest considerable resources for its
implementation in the 3.5 GHz band (Wilkins & Knapp, 2016).
Several studies argue for the implementation of spectrum sharing solutions, including the LSA regime, to promote dynamic
eﬃciency in the telecommunications sector (Noam, 2003; Peha, 2009; Bunel & Lescop, 2012; Khun-Jush et al., 2012; RSPG, 2013;
Plum Consulting, 2013; Werbahc & Mehta, 2014; Rysavy, 2014). Furthermore, promoting dynamic eﬃciency has become a key
public policy priority worldwide (EC, 2015; EC, 2016b; EC, 2016c; Wheeler, 2016). A growing telecommunications sector not only
directly generates economic and social growth, but also indirectly contributes to the development of other industries, such as
transport, trade and construction industries (Bauer, 2010; Bauer & Shim, 2012; Yang, Lee, Hwang & Shin, 2013). Although there is
no standardised deﬁnition of dynamic eﬃciency as radio spectrum regulatory principle, it can be said that dynamic eﬃciency occurs
when the radio spectrum is managed in such a way that investment and innovation in radio-based technologies and services are
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1 petabyte corresponds to 1015 byte and 1 exabyte corresponds to1018 byte.
It has to be said that 5G relies on a combination of mobile and ﬁxed technologies (EC, 2016a).
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Table 1
Overview of the three generations of radio spectrum management.

Policy Objectives
Regulatory Approach
Assignment Procedure
Spectrum
Access

FIRST GENERATION

SECOND GENERATION

THIRD GENERATION

Interference avoidance
International harmonisation
Administrative-based
First come-first served
Beauty contests
Individual exclusive access

Efficient allocation (static efficiency)

Innovation and investment (dynamic efficiency)

Market-based
Auctions
Secondary trading
Individual exclusive access

Technology-based
Leasing
Licence-exempt
Individual shared access
Unrestricted access

encouraged and competition in the markets where radio spectrum is a key resource is promoted (Cave, 2002; Cave et al., 2007;
Bauer & Bohlin, 2008).
Against this background, the purpose of this paper two-fold. Firstly, this paper wants to assess the novelty of the LSA regime with
respect to existing spectrum sharing arrangements in the EU. Secondly, this paper wants to identify the main diﬀerences between the
LSA and the SAS regimes in order to understand to what extent the EU and the US have adopted diﬀerent strategies to reach the
same objective of ﬁnding additional spectrum for mobile broadband services. Policy documents, academic papers, position papers
and analysis reports are scrutinised to gather information on technical and regulatory aspects of existing and emerging spectrum
sharing arrangements. The rest of this paper is structured as follows: in Section 2, the evolution of radio spectrum management is
articulated in three generations. This section serves as contextual background to understand the current interest in spectrum
sharing. Section 3 compares the LSA regime with the Collective Use of Spectrum (CUS) model, which encompasses other spectrum
sharing arrangements adopted in the EU. In addition, the main diﬀerences between the LSA and the SAS regimes are highlighted.
Section 4 concludes with few remarks on the relevance of licensed shared access to support 5G deployment.
2. Three generations of radio spectrum management
In the late 19th century, access to the radio spectrum and its conditions of use started to be regulated. Regulatory intervention
was deemed crucial to tackle the issue of harmful interference, emerged as a consequence of increasing number and variety of radiobased services (Prasad & Sridhar, 2014). Over time, three main generations of radio spectrum management have developed. It is
worth stating that these generations are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, their coexistence is justiﬁed by the necessity to
accommodate diverse needs of various technologies and services. Table 1 shows some basic diﬀerences between the three
generations, in terms of policy objectives and regulatory approaches, in particular with regard to assignment procedures and
spectrum access. The three generations of radio spectrum management are further illustrated below.
2.1. First generation: Administrative approach
The ﬁrst generation of spectrum management (Marcus et al., 2013) was introduced with the intent to minimise the risk of
harmful interference and internationally harmonise the use of radio spectrum (McLean Foster & Co, 2007). Several international,
regional and national regulatory entities are currently in place to ensure interference-free provision of services. Furthermore,
international harmonisation of radio spectrum use has been promoted since the beginning of radio spectrum regulation, because of
signiﬁcant beneﬁts in terms of technology standardisation and economies of scale in equipment manufacturing (e.g. RSPG, 2015).
This regime has been administrative-based, characterised by central planning and scarce ﬂexibility in the regulatory decision-making
process. Furthermore, radio spectrum licences have often been assigned free of charge, on a ﬁrst come-ﬁrst served basis, or by means
of beauty contests (e.g. Melody & Lemstra, 2011). In the latter case, applicants have been selected on the basis of a set of predeﬁned
criteria, including ﬁnancial resources and network deployment plans. Over time, this administrative-based approach has revealed
some signiﬁcant ﬂaws, including lack of economic rationales, political inﬂuence and long delays in assigning radio spectrum licences,
as well as radio spectrum misallocations (e.g. Bauer, 2002). In the 1990s, a ﬁrst wave of spectrum policy reforms unfolded to
overcome the shortcomings of the administrative regime of the ﬁrst generation.
2.2. Second generation: Market-based approach
A second generation of radio spectrum management emerged, whose main policy goal was to enhance static eﬃciency (Lie,
2004), i.e. guaranteeing a more eﬃcient allocation of radio spectrum. The regulatory approach to radio spectrum shifted from being
focused on central planning to relying on market forces. This is because of the neoclassical economic principle that perfect
competition leads to eﬃcient allocation of scarce resources (e.g. Sappington & Weisman, 1996). Spectrum rights of use started to be
assigned by means of auctions (Bauer, 2002), whereby licences are awarded on the basis of bidding among competing applicants.
Generally, the bidder who oﬀers the highest monetary sum receives the licence (ITU, 2012b). The key advantage of auction
procedures is that licences are assigned to the users that bid the most, which are expected to be the ones who assign to spectrum the
highest value (e.g. Cave, 2002; Lie, 2004).
Also, markets for spectrum rights of use have been established, to allow for a change of ownership by secondary trading (McLean
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Foster & Co., 2007). The belief was that tradability of rights of use would have promoted eﬃcient allocation of radio spectrum over
time (Cambini & Garelli, 2011). Yet, Noam (1998 and 2003) and Oniki (2009) anticipated the limitations of market mechanisms as
an eﬃcient spectrum assignment tool. Although considered more eﬃcient compared to administrative assignment procedures,
market mechanisms have revealed their drawbacks. In particular, auctions have sometimes led bidders overpay for spectrum
licences; they have been used by governments as an instrument to extract revenues from auction participants (e.g. GSMA, 2014) and
by incumbents to preserve their status quo and fend oﬀ new entrants. In addition, secondary trading has not taken oﬀ as much as
policy-makers and regulators had hoped. Furthermore, evidence shows that large portions of assigned spectrum are currently
underused, foreclosing opportunities for alternative services to access the spectrum (Peha, 2009).
The current radio spectrum environment, characterised by fast changes in technology and market conditions, is setting the stage
for a second wave of spectrum policy reforms. The current debate among policy makers and regulators is to adopt a more ﬂexible
management approach to radio spectrum, which is considered necessary to promote investments and innovation in mobile
communications technologies and services (EC, 2016a; EC, 2016b; FCC, 2015; Wheeler, 2016). A third generation of radio spectrum
management is envisaged, characterised by a shift of policy focus from static to dynamic eﬃciency.
2.3. Third generation: Technology-based approach
This new generation of radio spectrum management stands out from previous generations for its stronger focus on technology
developments. Although some forms of spectrum sharing have been implemented for long time, since spectrum access started to be
regulated (Cave & Webb, 2015), more sophisticated radio equipment and reﬁned technical and operational conditions are bringing
opportunities for new ways of sharing spectrum. In particular, policy and regulatory bodies in the EU and the US, are working on
new forms of spectrum sharing arrangements, which would enable shared access on a licensed basis.
In the EU, identiﬁcation of radio frequency bands eligible for spectrum sharing was one of the key objectives of the Radio
Spectrum Policy Programme (RSPP) (EP & Council, 2012). In 2011, the Radio Spectrum Policy Group (RSPG) published an
Opinion on cognitive technologies, highlighting the importance of intelligent technologies to share radio frequencies (RSPG, 2011a).
In the same year, the RSPG published a report bringing forward a dynamic approach to spectrum sharing (RSPG, 2011b). Moreover,
the European Commission (EC) Communication on “Promoting the shared use of radio spectrum resources in the internal market”,
published in 2012, identiﬁed radio spectrum sharing as the solution at the forefront to the problem of lack of available spectrum for
new spectrum needs (EC, 2012). More recently, the need to share spectrum has been emphasised by the EC in the proposal for a
directive of the European Parliament (EP) and the Council establishing the European Electronic Communications Code (EC, 2016b).
In the US, the idea of spectrum sharing has been extensively discussed since 2006, when the National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (NTIA), in coordination with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), examined the feasibility
of spectrum sharing between federal and non-federal users (Federal Register, 2008). In 2012, the Citizens Broadband Radio Service
initiative was proposed to accommodate mobile broadband services in the 3.5 GHz band, which resulted underutilised by incumbent
federal and non-federal users. In particular, three groups of users, incumbents, priority access users, and general authorised access
users, would coexist in this band and their use of spectrum would be coordinated through the SAS regime (Leibovitz, 2015).
In the EU, two alternative sharing approaches are promoted: the Collective Use of Spectrum (CUS) and the Licensed Shared
Access (LSA) (RSPG, 2009; 2011b and 2013). The main diﬀerence between these two approaches regards the type of authorisation
scheme implemented. Service providers are subject to a general authorisation scheme under the CUS approach and to an individual
authorisation scheme under the LSA approach (RSPG, 2011b). Under the general authorisation scheme, spectrum can be used
without obtaining an individual licence. Anyone can access a certain spectrum band, as long as compliance with pre-deﬁned
conditions is guaranteed. Nevertheless, no protection from harmful interference can be claimed and users are not asked to selfcoordinate.
Under the individual authorisation scheme, access to radio spectrum is subject to the grant of individual licences by a National
Regulatory Authority (NRA). An individual licence is an authorisation granted to access a speciﬁc radio frequency band, in a certain
geographic area, for a certain period of time. A number of conditions are attached to individual licences in order to avoid the risk of
producing harmful interference; ensure technical quality of service (QoS); avoid congestion problems; and fulﬁl speciﬁc national
interests. In addition, individual licences can, in principle, be transferred or leased (EP & Council, 2002; ECC, 2011).
It must be clariﬁed that the CUS model includes two sharing regimes: the licence-exempt and the light licensing regimes. There is
no standardised deﬁnition of the light licensing regime in the EU and its implementation varies from country to country. While the
licence-exempt regime falls under the general authorisation scheme, the light licensing regime can be implemented under the
general or the individual authorisation scheme. Under the individual authorisation scheme, users would obtain a licence to access
the spectrum, which would grant the right of protection from harmful interference. No technical conditions would be attached to the
licences to guarantee an interference-free spectrum use. Nevertheless, a new user, interfering with existing users, would be forced to
suspend or correct its transmissions. Under the general authorisation scheme, users receive authorisations to access the spectrum,
but no protection from harmful interference is guaranteed. It is mostly the users´ responsibility to self-coordinate and manage
interference eﬀectively (Webb, 2008; ECC, 2009). The CUS and LSA approaches are further illustrated below.
2.3.1. The CUS approach
The CUS approach can be implemented in three diﬀerent ways, as shown in Table 2. These three ways present more or less strict
regulatory obligations, depending on the likelihood of interference issues.
In the ﬁrst scenario, interference is not a concern and the CUS model allows for licence-exempt shared access, whereby access to
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Table 2
Three ways to implement the CUS approach: main characteristics.
Source: adapted from RSPG (2011b).
LICENCE-EXEMPT

LICENCE-EXEMPT

LIGHT LICENSING

Unrestricted access for any application

Unrestricted access for specific applications

No notiﬁcation/registration
Compliance with pre-deﬁned technical
criteria
No protection from harmful interference

No notification/registration
Compliance with pre-defined technical
criteria
No protection from harmful interference

Unrestricted access until full capacity(first-come-first-served
principle)
Registration/light licence
Self-coordination
Limited protection from harmful interference

radio spectrum is free of charge and it is not subject to any registration or notiﬁcation procedure. Any application is permitted to use
the spectrum band, as long as compliance with certain pre-deﬁned criteria is guaranteed. These criteria are usually included in the
national table of frequency allocations and generally regard the use of low power and short range devices. No protection from
harmful interference can be claimed. This means that users cannot ask the NRA to intervene in order to solve interference issues,
unless the interference is caused by applications which do not comply with the pre-deﬁned criteria of use. In this case, the NRA can
be asked to intervene (RSPG, 2011b; Faulhaber & Farber, 2002).
In the second scenario, access to a licence-exempt frequency band is limited to speciﬁc types of services or technologies, for
instance, related to safety or security of life. The necessity to limit access to licence-exempt bands has to be proven by conducting
compatibility studies. The results of these studies should show that there is a risk that diﬀerent applications using the same
frequency band may interfere with one another or that certain applications would require higher transmission power (RSPG, 2011b).
Similar to the ﬁrst scenario, protection from harmful interference can be claimed only if the interference is caused by non-authorised
services and technologies (RSPG, 2009).
In the third scenario, the light licensing regime is implemented to guarantee a certain degree of control over the use of spectrum.
The light licensing regime requires spectrum users to register or notify their use of the spectrum and may also be asked to pay a small
fee to cover the costs of registration or notiﬁcation. The light licensing regime is based on a public database containing information
on technical parameters, including location, frequency, power, and antenna type, of all registered users. New users are required to
consult the database, before requesting to access the spectrum, in order to ensure that their use of the spectrum would not interfere
with existing uses. Control over harmful interference is ensured by requesting users to self-coordinate, taking account of existing
users registered in the database. The light licensing regime is usually implemented in situations where radio spectrum is not scarce
and no interference issues are expected (Tehrani et al., 2016). Access to spectrum is not restricted to a pre-deﬁned number of users.
Nevertheless, interference issues may arise in the future, and this justiﬁes the intent to keep track of spectrum use.
2.3.2. The LSA approach
The LSA approach has only recently been introduced in the EU regulatory framework for radio spectrum and its potential
implications are being discussed by policy-makers (e.g. RSPG, 2013); industry (e.g. GSMA, 2013) and researchers (Palola,
Matinmikko, Prokkola, Mustonen, Heikkilä & eiska, 2014). The LSA regime was initially proposed as Authorised Shared Access
(ASA) by an industry consortium composed by Qualcomm and Nokia. The aim was to allow the provision of mobile broadband
services in already assigned spectrum bands, whenever and wherever they were unused by incumbent users (Ingenious Consulting
Network, 2011). The ASA concept was extended to the notion of LSA by the RSPG, which recognised additional sharing
opportunities to the case put forward by Qualcomm and Nokia (CEPT, 2013). The RSPG Opinion on LSA, approved in November
2013 (RSPG, 2013), deﬁnes the LSA concept as a “regulatory approach aiming to facilitate the introduction of radio communication
systems operated by a limited number of licensees under an individual licensing regime in a frequency band already assigned or
expected to be assigned to one or more incumbent users. Under the LSA approach, the additional users are authorised to use the
spectrum (or part of the spectrum) in accordance with sharing rules included in their spectrum rights of use, thereby allowing all
authorised users, including incumbents, to provide a certain QoS” (RSPG, 2013).
Access to already assigned, but underused spectrum bands would be granted to a limited number of new spectrum users, named
LSA licensees, by means of individual spectrum rights of use. Existing users would lease part of their spectrum to new users, for a
certain period of time, while maintaining control over the radio spectrum in the long term. Radio spectrum would be shared in terms
of time, location and/or frequency, in accordance with a set of sharing rules (RSPG, 2013; Plum Consulting, 2013; Khun-Jush et al.,
2012). These rules would include speciﬁc technical and operational requirements, for instance compatibility criteria, limitations of
use, restriction/exclusion zones, and spectrum masks (RSPG, 2013; FUB, 2016). Incumbent users and LSA licensees would develop
these sharing conditions in collaboration with the NRA, which would be responsible for the ﬁnal approval (Khun-Jush et al., 2012;
CEPT, 2013; RSPG, 2013; Plum Consulting, 2013). The sharing conditions would be included in the licences that the NRA assigns,
once an agreement between incumbents and secondary users on how to share spectrum is reached.
As shown in Fig. 1, the LSA system would be based on the creation of two elements: the LSA repository and the LSA controller.
The LSA repository includes sharing rules and information on incumbent spectrum use. The incumbent is responsible for providing
the information to be included in the LSA repository, making sure that its information is up-to-date. The LSA controller retrieves
information from the LSA repository and establishes spectrum availability for LSA licensees. The LSA repository could be managed
by the NRA, the incumbent or a trusted third party. The LSA controller would most likely be managed by the LSA licensee, but could
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Fig. 1. The LSA approach: main actors and functional blocks.
Source: CEPT (2014b).

also be managed by the NRA, the incumbent or a trusted third party (CEPT, 2014b; AGCOM, 2016b).
3. Licensed shared access in the 5G context
The current interest in licensed shared access is driven by the intent to ﬁnd additional sub-6 GHz spectrum to support 5G
deployment (EC, 2016b). Licensed shared access would facilitate access for mobile broadband services in underutilised public sector
spectrum (RSPG, 2013; CEPT, 2014a). In this regard, the 2.3 GHz band and the 3.5 GHz band are under scrutiny, respectively in the
EU and the US (FCC, 2012; Khun-Jush et al., 2012; EC, 2014). Both the 2.3 GHz band and the 3.5 GHz band have already been
identiﬁed, at international level, as suitable for the provision of mobile broadband services (ITU, 2012a; GSMA, 2013). Nevertheless,
all spectrum internationally identiﬁed for the provision of mobile broadband services is only in part employed for this speciﬁc use. In
many countries, several other services rely on that same spectrum (GSMA, 2015). In this regard, the 2.3 GHz and the 3.5 GHz bands
are mainly used for military purposes in the EU and the US, respectively.
Against this background, the purpose of this section is to compare the LSA and the CUS regimes to understand to what extent the
LSA regime enables spectrum sharing solutions which cannot be supported by existing spectrum sharing arrangements in the EU.
Furthermore, a comparison is made between the LSA and the SAS regimes to clarify the diﬀerences between the approaches adopted
in the EU and the US to reach the same objective of ﬁnding additional spectrum for mobile broadband services.
3.1. The LSA and the CUS regimes: A comparison
The CUS model is considered an attractive sharing regime to facilitate rapid access to spectrum. Under the CUS model, anyone
can access the spectrum at very low or no fee. This would favour market entry and stimulate competitiveness. Such competitive
environment would encourage investment and innovation in technologies and services, eventually expanding consumer choice
(RSPG, 2011b). Nevertheless, the CUS model presents a major limitation, which restricts the suitable use cases for its
6
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implementation.
The CUS model does not guarantee protection from harmful interference and predictable QoS. Under the licence-exempt regime,
access to spectrum is unrestricted and users are not requested to self-coordinate. Applications operate on a best eﬀort (nointerference, no-protection) basis. Spectrum is subject to congestion and, consequently, there is no certainty over QoS. In cases of
intense usage, QoS degradation may occur and users cannot claim protection from harmful interference. This is the reason why the
licence-exempt access regime is generally implemented in very high spectrum bands, where congestion is less likely because of poor
propagation properties (Cave & Webb, 2015) and it is employed for applications whose spectrum use involves short range and low
power transmissions, in short intervals. These conditions would ensure co-existence in the same band of diﬀerent applications, with
limited risk of producing harmful interference. Examples of these applications are: Ultra-Wide Band (UWB) devices (e.g. automotive
radars); cordless telephony; garage door openers; baby monitors; microwave ovens; TV remote controls; Wi-Fi and Bluetooth,
among other applications (RSPG, 2011b).
Similarly, under the light licensing regime, access to spectrum is unrestricted and it is often uncertain whether all users have
registered. If single users/locations are not always known, generating interference is much more likely. Furthermore, although
protection from harmful interference can sometimes be claimed, it can be diﬃcult to identify the cause of interference. Given these
circumstances, the light licensing regime is usually implemented in high frequency bands, whose poor propagation properties allow
for provision of high data capacity over short distances (Tehrani et al., 2016). For instance, the light licensing regime is implemented
in some EU countries to manage the use of the e-band, which include the 71–76 GHz and the 81–86 GHz bands (Wells, 2010).
Contrary to the CUS model, the LSA approach would restrict access to spectrum to a limited number of users. In particular,
existing incumbent users would share spectrum with a certain number of secondary users. Secondary users would be provided with
individual licences, which include speciﬁc sharing conditions. Both groups of users would have the right of protection from harmful
interference and the conditions to provide services with predictable QoS. Under the LSA regime, existing users would lease part of
their spectrum to new users, for a certain period of time, in exchange for a compensation, while maintaining control over spectrum in
the long term. On one hand, incumbents would be interested in leasing spectrum in return for monetary gains or other advantages
for instance, improved QoS or network performances. On the other hand, LSA licensees would be attracted by timely availability of
spectrum and modest regulatory burden (Khun-Jush et al., 2012; ETSI, 2013; CEPT, 2014c).
Under the LSA approach, incumbents and LSA licensees are expected to set up a sharing framework for a period of time suﬃcient
for LSA licensees to realise returns on investments (Plum Consulting, 2013). At the same time, it is assumed that LSA licensees
would develop ﬂexible business models, to ensure responsive adaptations to emerging technology and market conditions (Ericsson,
2016b). Radio spectrum users may incur in costs due to implementation of network technologies necessary to ensure the required
QoS in a shared framework. This could be particularly true for incumbents, whose technologies are designed for exclusive spectrum
use. Yet, ﬁnancial compensations might be agreed between parties, depending on who is required to adopt interference-mitigation
technologies.
In the context of 5G, the CUS model may ﬁnd suitable application in spectrum bands above 6 GHz, where the risk of congestion
and, therefore, of producing harmful interference is relatively low, due to poor propagation properties. In particular, the CUS model
may provide the right regulatory environment for the provision of mobile broadband services in speciﬁc high dense areas. Instead,
the LSA model would oﬀer mobile operators the opportunity to use portions of sub-6 GHz spectrum, which would not be otherwise
accessible, for the provision of highly robust performances over long distances. The LSA model appears to be particularly attractive,
if implemented in bands already identiﬁed at international level for mobile broadband services. Spectrum internationally identiﬁed
for the provision of mobile broadband services creates the basis for global harmonisation, enabling economies of scale, global
roaming, and reduced device complexity.
3.2. The LSA and the SAS regimes: A comparison
The LSA and the SAS regimes share the same basic logic, which is allowing the provision of mobile broadband services by using
idle spectrum reserved to public sector uses. Nevertheless, these two regimes present three main diﬀerences, as shown below.
3.2.1. Two-tier versus three-tier system
First of all, the LSA system grants radio spectrum access to two categories of users, both on an individual basis. Instead, the SAS
system has a three-tier structure: in addition to incumbents and secondary users, which are granted individual licences, the third
category of general authorised access users would access the radio spectrum on a licence-exempt basis (Mueck et al., 2015).
Although exempted from individual licensing, users belonging to the third tier are requested to register and provide certain geolocation information (FCC, 2015).
The ﬁrst tier of the SAS system includes incumbent users, which are entitled to interference protection from all other users. The
second tier is represented by the priority access users, with critical QoS needs, such as hospitals and public safety entities, which are
allowed to access the 3.5 GHz band under speciﬁc frequency, location and time sharing conditions. Priority access users are entitled
to interference protection from the third category of general authorised access users. General authorised access users represent the
third tier of the SAS system, which are allowed to opportunistically access the radio spectrum, when this is not used by incumbent
and priority access users.
The SAS regime would allow for a denser use of the radio spectrum, compared to the LSA regime, by granting access to the radio
spectrum to three groups of users. Nevertheless, the third tier of users may drive the SAS regime to a critical level of complexity,
when it comes to managing interference issues, as further explained in the next sub-section. In particular, the use of the 3.5 GHz
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band by three groups of users is coordinated by implementing spectrum sensing techniques, in addition to a geo-location database.
However, database-assisted spectrum sensing may fail to guarantee that the information contained in the database reﬂects real-time
spectrum usage. If the information contained in the database is incorrect, interference issues may arise when general authorised
access users access the spectrum, generating uncertainties with regard to QoS for both incumbents and priority access users.
According to Tehrani et al. (2016), the use of a geo-location database is more suitable for static spectrum sharing, which is the case of
the LSA regime. Information on incumbent spectrum use included in the database is ﬁxed and does not vary on a real-time basis.

3.2.2. Static versus dynamic database
Another relevant aspect which diﬀerentiates the LSA from the SAS regime regards the level of technical complexity, in particular
with regard to the approach used to manage spectrum use by diﬀerent categories of users. The LSA system is based on the creation of
a centralised geo-location database, the LSA repository, containing information about incumbent radio spectrum usage. The LSA
repository is a static database: incumbents provide a priori information, which means that incumbents’ activities and, therefore,
availability of spectrum for LSA licensees in terms of frequency, time and location is known upfront. Similarly, the SAS system would
also include a geo-location database. However, the SAS geo-location database is dynamic. Each time a general authorised access user
wants to access the spectrum, the SAS database determines which frequencies are available based on its geo-location information.
Incumbent users would not provide any a priori information to the SAS database. Incumbent spectrum usage has to be determined
by employing sensing technologies. In this regard, the SAS system results more complex than the LSA system, from a technical point
of view, as it combines the use of a geo-location database with spectrum sensing techniques (Mueck et al., 2015).
Spectrum sensing is an activity whereby radio frequencies are continuously analysed in order to detect unused frequencies (FCC,
2015). When no signals are detected, the frequencies analysed are assumed to be usable by other services (ITU, 2012b; ETSI, 2015;
Cave & Webb, 2015). This activity is performed by employing Reconﬁgurable Radio Systems (RRSs), such as Software Deﬁned
Radio (SDR) and Cognitive Radio (CR), which are a combination of radio equipment and software. These technologies would ﬁnd
opportunities for spectrum access without interfering with incumbent users. Spectrum sensing is a very delicate activity, which could
actually fail to detect existing signals. In case of active, but undetected transmissions, the problem of channel fading or shadowing
may arise, which means that new services might interfere with existing ones (Akyildiz et al., 2011). Allowing more groups of users to
access the spectrum increases the risk of service degradation for incumbents and priority access users. In case of signal collision at
the expense of public services, such as defence or public safety, national public policy concerns might also arise. Furthermore,
despite years of research eﬀorts, RRS technology seems to be still in an emerging phase (Rysavy Research, 2012; Medeisis &
Minervini, 2013).
An eﬀective spectrum sensing technique called cooperative spectrum sensing has recently gained attention for its capability to
mitigate the problem of channel fading or shadowing, and, therefore, reduce the risk of interference. In cooperative spectrum
sensing, secondary users would share information regarding their observations on the incumbent's spectrum usage, leading to a
more accurate scanning and detection of existing signals (Akyildiz et al., 2011; Subhedar & Birajdar, 2011; Kim, 2015). However, in
this context, the free-riding phenomenon may arise. New users may egoistically decide not to participate in spectrum sensing
activity, it being a time and energy consuming activity, and to beneﬁt from others’ sensing results (Dai & Wu, 2014). In case of freeriding, there is a greater risk of interference, as the probability that signals are not detected increases (Tamilarasan & Kumar, 2016).
The free-riding phenomenon represents an issue for enforcement mechanisms because of the diﬃculty of identifying the free-rider.
Spectrum sensing would also raise security and privacy issues. With regard to security, a well-documented problem in
cooperative spectrum sensing is spectrum sensing data falsiﬁcation (SSDF). SSDF occurs when an RRS user falsiﬁes spectrum
sensing results, degrading the accuracy of spectrum usage detection and, consequently, increasing the risk of interference between
incumbents and new users (Althunibat et al., 2014). In terms of privacy issues, cooperative spectrum sensing may compromise
secondary users’ location privacy because sharing spectrum sensing results reveal information on users’ location (Zina, Hasna,
Hamila & Hamdi, 2016; Grissa et al., 2016).
Privacy issues may also arise in the case of the LSA regime. Incumbents might manifest privacy concerns with regard to a priori
information on their radio spectrum usage provided for the creation of the LSA repository (FUB, 2016). The database would contain
information related to spectrum use in the spatial, frequency and time domains, and degree of susceptibility to interference. This
information may be particularly sensitive for public sector users, such as military systems, as experiencing a breach of privacy might
represent a threat to national security and interests (Park & Reed, 2013; Bahrak, Bhattarai, Ullah, Park, Reed & Gurney, 2014;
Clark & Psounis, 2016). Likewise, LSA users would be required to share information on their spectrum usage (CEPT, 2015). It must
be said that technical solutions have been developed to mask the true activity of radio spectrum users and restrict the amount of
information to be made available (ETSI, 2015; CEPT, 2015).
Enforcement procedures, whether public or private (Weiss, Lehr, Altamimi & Cui, 2012), have to be designed for the LSA
regulatory regime and other licensed shared-access regimes to function properly (Rysavy Research, 2012; Cui et al., 2014), taking
into due account the free-riding problem, as well as security and privacy concerns. Enforcement mechanisms are necessary to make
sure that incumbents and secondary users comply with agreed frequency, location and time sharing conditions, and to safeguard
privacy and security of sensitive information, by providing incentives for compliance and/or punishments for non-compliance.
Enforcement is key of any property rights regime and the challenge of enforcing usage property rights is not new to spectrum
management. However, these new forms of spectrum sharing bring additional challenges that need to be tackled when designing
enforcement procedures (Cave & Webb, 2015).
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3.2.3. Commercial transaction versus auction procedure
A third major diﬀerence between the LSA and the SAS regimes regards the authorisation methodology implemented to assign
licences to secondary users. Under the LSA regime, incumbents would lease part of their spectrum to new users, for a certain period
of time, in exchange for a compensation. On the contrary, licences for SAS priority access would be granted by means of auction
procedures (FFC, 2015; Mueck et al., 2015).
LSA users would obtain access to radio spectrum, at relatively low costs, by means of commercial transactions with incumbents,
without going through lengthy and costly auction procedures (ETSI, 2013; Gundlach, 2014). Radio spectrum users would incur
bargaining costs in order to reach an agreement. However, costs of negotiation are to be evaluated relative to the costs that radio
spectrum users would incur if access to the radio spectrum were regulated by other means. If the NRA decided for reallocation of a
certain frequency band, existing users would bear the costs of re-farming. The process of freeing up spectrum is well documented as
being controversial, lengthy and time-consuming (e.g. Khun-Jush et al., 2012). If the regulator decided for auctioning that frequency
band, new users would bear the costs of participating in the auction. In this respect, evidence has shown that acquiring radio
spectrum licences by participating in auctions requires large initial investments. This high entry barrier would be lessened by
implementing the LSA regime, whereby access to spectrum is obtained by negotiating an agreement with incumbents. In the case of
the 2.4 GHz band, the opportunity to obtain access to spectrum by means of commercial agreements with incumbents may result
attractive not only for existing mobile operators, but also for new entrants (AGCOM, 2016b). New entrants may be able to enter the
market, obtaining access to spectrum easily and at lower costs compared to auction procedures (Digital Europe, 2013). In this
regard, the LSA regime seems to be more attractive compared to the SAS regime, where licences for priority access would be granted
by means of auction procedures.
Conducting an auction for assigning LSA licences has also been proposed (Digital Europe, 2013; Marsden & Ihle, 2016).
According to Marsden & Ihle (2016: 6), letting radio spectrum users negotiate sharing agreements would result in unsuccessful
negotiations, because of the problem of informational asymmetry in a thin market. Radio spectrum users would fail to reach a
mutually beneﬁcial agreement because incumbents and LSA users would be incentivised to give a biased representation of their
respective costs and willingness to pay. The auction model proposed by Marsden & Ihle to deal with the problem of informational
asymmetry resembles the structure of the US incentive auction for the 600 MHz band. Although the problem of informational
asymmetry is critical and has to be taken into account, NRAs need to assess whether adopting such auction mechanism would cause
unnecessary delays. The US incentive auction was designed in 2010 and began in March 2016 (FCC, 2016b). It has not been
completed yet (FCC, 2016c) and it has been delayed several times (Standeford, 2013; Youell, 2014).
4. Concluding remarks
This article provided a comparison of the LSA regime with the CUS and SAS regimes to clarify the relevance of LSA in the context
of 5G. The investigation suggests that the LSA regime would enable a new way of sharing spectrum, which is not satisﬁed by the CUS
approach. Contrary to the CUS approach, the LSA regime allows incumbents and LSA users to share spectrum on a licensed basis. All
users have the right of protection from harmful interference and the legal obligation to comply with sharing conditions included in
the licences. Since access to spectrum is restricted to a limited number of users, the LSA regime can ﬁnd application in low spectrum
bands, notwithstanding the relatively high risk of interference.
In the context of 5G, the LSA regime appears suitable to facilitate access to spectrum bands below 6 GHz. In these bands, refarming is unlikely at least in the short-term, because incumbents are unable or lack the incentives to make unused spectrum
frequencies available for new uses. Therefore, sharing spectrum on a licensed basis appears to be an eﬀective way to give mobile
operators the opportunity to access highly demanded spectrum with attractive propagation properties essential for certain 5G use
cases.
In comparison with the SAS regime, the investigation suggests that the LSA regime can be implemented quicker and with less
eﬀort than the SAS regime, because of its lower level of technical complexity. In theory, the SAS regime would lead to a denser use of
the radio spectrum, compared to the LSA regime, by allowing three groups of users to access the spectrum. Nevertheless, the
technology necessary to guarantee interference-free coexistence between these groups of users seems not to be ready yet. Despite
years of research eﬀorts, the current level of technology development related to spectrum sensing techniques does not guarantee
protection from harmful interference.
Based on this investigation, it can be concluded that there are opportunities to implement the LSA regime to open already
occupied, but underused frequency bands in the sub-6 GHz spectrum in support of timely deployment of 5G. Nevertheless, the LSA
regime is expected to be overtaken by the SAS regime in the long term, as spectrum sensing techniques are further reﬁned.
This investigation focuses on the opportunity to implement the LSA regime in low spectrum bands characterised by fragmented
allocations where re-farming results unlikely. However, it should not be excluded the possibility to allow for licensed shared access in
higher spectrum bands, if that is found to be necessary to support certain 5G use cases. Individual licensing, whether allowing for
exclusive or shared access to spectrum, will remain important to guarantee regulatory certainty in support of investment for 5G
deployment and to meet connectivity needs such as certain availability of spectrum and predictable QoS. 5G calls for a ﬂexible
management approach to radio spectrum, which combines diﬀerent spectrum access regimes to accommodate diverse 5G use cases.
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