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The pandemic has helped Hughes Network Systems attract more
broadband subscribers but it has also pushed out its nextgeneration satellite plans into 2022. Connectivity Business speaks
to Paul Gaske, HNS EVP and GM for North America, about serving
changing connectivity needs as COVID-19 vaccine progress lifts
the outlook for mobility markets.

Jason Rainbow: Let’s start with a quick round-up of how
Hughes has been faring throughout the pandemic so far. It’s
certainly interesting to see the company attracting more
broadband subscribers during this time.
Paul Gaske: The pandemic has underscored the importance of connectivity – which is our primary
business focus. North America and South America are our main markets for broadband, and we
have seen increased demand throughout these services areas. From that standpoint, it was an
interesting challenge to respond to and meet the initial surge in demand and then adapt the
business to serve the steady state needs of subscribers as they shifted their application and data
consumption habits.

JR: How long-lasting is this uptick in connectivity demand? Are you expecting some kind
of rationalisation once things settle?
PG: I think we will see a continuing shift in demand over time. For example, when many people
start going back to their offices and back to school. Some will return full-time and others will
continue to spend some, if not all, of their time working or studying from home.
From our standpoint, though, I think once someone has upgraded their level of service at home to
support remote office or school needs, they realise they want that level of service, even if they are
not at home all the time. For instance, people may have to be prepared to stay home longer if they
get sick, now more than they might have before. And some may want to maintain the flexibility to
be able to work or study at home part time or full time in the future. So people probably don’t want
to be reducing their service. That said, I think demand will settle out over time. It’s hard to exactly
predict it, though, so we need to always be prepared for changes in demand.

JR: It’s an interesting time for the wider industry too. I wanted to ask you about OneWeb –
why was it important to invest another US$50m into that LEO broadband venture in July?
What are your plans for it in this time post-pandemic landscape?
PG: We were big believers in the first round of OneWeb, as you know. We were building parts of
the ground system and we had a distribution agreement to use their capacity in some of our
markets. So when we saw the opportunity to be part of the new OneWeb, we thought that
participating would be very positive for our business as an equipment and system supplier, as well
as a service provider in some of our markets.
At the same time, we are a technology provider, and we want to build ground systems for other
operators in the LEO/MEO and GEO ecosystem as well.
All in all, we’re believers in the value of LEO satellites, with their wide coverage and low latency to
complement GEO satellites, as GEOs provide the very high capacity required to meet the growing
demand for streaming and video services, the primary application of most users. No single
transport will meet all of the demand for connectivity – both NGSOs and GEOs are an important
part of the multi-transport future.

JR: You see this as a long-term play for the LEO systems that are coming online?
PG: Yes, I think that’s right.

JR: Is there a plan to increase ownership in OneWeb over time?
PG: I don’t think that we have any other news on that front. We’re excited to be a part of
OneWeb’s return to the market.

JR: What about similar opportunities amid this proliferation of distressed assets that are
out there? Are you actively eyeing anything?
PG: We are in a good position with our balance sheet, and we continue to look at different
opportunities, both organic and inorganic. It’s important to find a good fit. Our guys are always
studying that.

JR: We heard in EchoStar’s Q3 results that the launch of your next-generation JUPITER 3
broadband satellite is going to be slipping from 2021 to Q1 2022. While you’re not
anticipating a financial impact, indeed launch costs might actually be cheaper, but with so
much capacity racing to get into the market is there a risk of falling behind in this highly
competitive landscape?
PG: Yes, that’s a good question you’re asking. In our Latin America markets, we have capacity to
grow between now and when we have the JUPITER 3 assets in place. In the US market, we have
places where we can grow, but we’re at the point of being relatively full. We don’t anticipate any
substantial changes there until JUPITER 3 comes into service.
That said, what the pandemic showed was how many people really need service. Today, there are
just two satellite players in the market, and we both probably have all of the customers that our
capacity allows. There are shifting market dynamics at play here, though. If you add a few more
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players, there are still a lot of customers that need these services. This will be especially clear as
we transition to 100 Mbps service plans and compete effectively against higher speed DSL
services and low-speed cable providers. Even to the extent that there is more competition, I think
the addressable market is actually going to grow due to the improvements in service quality and
higher speeds.

JR: It’s interesting to hear you talk about competing with the terrestrial providers. I know
you probably can’t talk much about your participation in the RDOF, but what opportunities
do you see for Hughes in this 5G fund for rural America that is getting some traction?
PG: Yes, we can’t really comment on that. The auction is underway. Generally, on the concept of
the 5G world, when we brought out our most recent satellite system, JUPITER 2, we called it “Gen
5,” because it was the fifth generation of the service corresponding to the cellular 5th generation.
In our minds, when you think about 4G/5G, and some people talk about 6G, there are two aspects
to it: One is the capability to get very high speed, and the other part is the protocols that lock in
place a cellular mobile regiment into the network.
The thing that people most want of course is the speed. In our satellite systems, we’re going to be
driving to get that next generation of speed and capability for customers. We think as time goes
on, and these different markets develop, we’ll be able to add higher and higher speeds, which will
keep up with the advances in competing technologies.
Also note, today, we work with many mobile network operators providing satellite backhaul for their
towers, extending their reach to places where terrestrial backhaul services aren’t available. Our
JUPITER System ground network is 5G-ready, and we are also involved in the industry ensuring
satellite is incorporated into the 5G standards, for instance, working with 3GPP.

JR: In the US, do you see a Biden administration changing the direction of connectivity
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policies at all?
PG: We think that it has become clear during the pandemic that the service we provide is crucial to
reaching the underserved. So, we anticipate the next administration, including the Senate and the
House, want more broadband for underserved communities.

JR: As you look into 2021 and you break down the connectivity markets, where do you see
the most opportunity in terms of demand and for growth for Hughes?
PG: We see opportunities in most of our markets around the world. The expansion of broadband
services will drive our equipment and service businesses. In developing areas of the world,
government initiatives to bridge the digital divide will be an important element of our business –
both in the form of cellular backhaul services as well as internet via Wi-Fi. Of course inflight and
maritime services will start to recover as vaccines roll out and give travellers more confidence to
travel. This will restart the growth in aero and maritime mobility services. We are of course in the
middle of that with our business partners and we’re very excited about what we’re doing with all of
them.

JR: It was interesting to see your IFC partnership with Inmarsat because that’s coming at a
time where there seems to be an increase in collaboration and competition in the market.
Do you expect consolidation soon in this market?
PG: Since we’re a provider to the inflight communications service providers, we see it more in the
sense of supporting relationships with all of the key partners. We’re excited about the Inmarsat
announcement. We also have great relationships with Thales and their SES partner, as well as
Global Eagle, who has been a long-time partner.
Our view is that there’s a huge market there and we expect these players to all get a chunk of it.
We’d like to be providing our equipment and our services where we have capacity. If there is
consolidation, we think we’re still positioned very well to support the market.

JR: What about the trend for more convergence between satellite and terrestrial, which we
anticipate to see a lot more of next year as 5G services and LEO constellations reach wider
d

l

Wh

i

?

deployments. What are your expectations?
PG: I think you’re going to see that increase significantly. We first started doing this maybe 10
years ago with our enterprise customers. Combining different communications technologies to get
an optimal set of services for them. Over time, we migrated some of that capability into a
consumer class product set, where we can combine, for example, wireless cellular services with
our VSAT systems. We’re looking at that now as an emerging opportunity. It combines basically
the quick low-latency capabilities of 4G cellular service with the high-capacity of a fixed GEO
satellite.
Depending on the type of service and the terminal costs that we achieve with the LEO systems,
there’s another combination there that we think is going to be very important over time.

JR: What else should connectivity investors watch out for in 2021?
PG: As the year develops, it’s the further penetration of the broadband market by satellite and the
return of the services that got shut off during the pandemic that are going to be the big story. This
will then lead into the launch of our JUPITER 3 satellite.
We’re also rolling out Wi-Fi hotspot systems in rural communities around the world. This is a great
fit in markets where the personal incomes are so low that individuals cannot afford standalone
subscriptions. We’ve done a lot of hotspot projects with governments to provide connectivity to
schools and community centres. Now we’re working with Facebook Connectivity on our Hughes
Express Wi-Fi hotspots – more than 1,500 throughout Latin America so far – and we see that as
an important market that should grow substantially.
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