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Section 1 

1 Executive Summary 
Radio spectrum is a vital input to electronic communication services and networks and a 
major asset to the UK. One of Ofcom’s primary statutory duties is to ensure the optimal use 
of the electromagnetic spectrum in the interests of citizens and consumers, while having 
regard to the desirability of promoting competition and the development of innovative 
services. It is essential that the regulatory regime for spectrum is able to respond to changes 
in the demand for and use of spectrum in the UK. 

Ofcom was approached by stakeholders from the avionic and telecommunications sectors 
suggesting that Ofcom should review the wireless telegraphy licensing regime in order to 
help facilitate the provision and use of mobile services on aircraft Ofcom published a 
discussion document, “Mobile Services on Aircraft”, on 10 April 2006. The discussion period 
for this document closed on 23 June 2006. 

This document summarises the comments made by stakeholders and sets out Ofcom’s view 
of the way forward. In particular it reflects the consensus amongst stakeholders that 
progress should be made multilaterally with other countries rather than the UK taking any 
unilateral action. This is likely to facilitate the development of an internationally agreed 
approach and therefore the introduction of services. 

This document only covers the issues relevant to Ofcom’s area of responsibility. EASA and 
the CAA will consider separately, the airworthiness safety aspects and other issues raised 
by the proposed services. The introduction of any services cannot be provided until the 
requirements of those bodies have been satisfied.  

This document does not discuss the substance of the policy issues relating to the 
deployment of mobile services on aircraft as Ofcom is still considering its approach to these 
issues in the light of responses to the discussion document and other views expressed by 
stakeholders.  

A common approach to authorisation across the EU is being developed but is not likely to be 
complete before mid-2007. In parallel, the wide range of regulatory issues outside Ofcom’s 
responsibility are being explored by the relevant authorities in the UK and worldwide: it is not 
yet clear when these will be concluded. Ofcom expects to issue a further consultation 
document on these issues when the European and CAA / EASA processes are further 
advanced. No services can be provided until these regulatory decisions have been taken 
and implemented.  

Structure of this document 

This document sets out the issues raised in relation to the questions asked in the Discussion 
paper. Sections 3 and 4 summarise the answers and conclusions to each question. Section 
5 details recent European developments and section 6 sets out Ofcom’s view on the way 
forward. 
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Section 2 

2 Background 
2.1 Ofcom was approached by a number of industry representatives from the aviation 

and telecommunications sectors requesting that it give consideration to whether to 
issue wireless telegraphy licences to permit the provision and use of GSM (Global 
System for Mobile communications) services on aircraft.  

2.2 In response to this Ofcom published on 10 April 2006 the discussion paper “Mobile 
Services on Aircarft”. This discussion paper outlined the key issues that need to be 
addressed and specifically asked 8 questions, namely: 

Q1 Should the provision of services using GSM at 1800MHz be allowed on 
aircraft if the terrestrial networks and avionic systems are not compromised? Given 
Ofcom’s statutory role, what other factors, if any, should inform a decision to allow 
the use of these services on aircraft? 

 
Q2 Is a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach to enabling these types of 
service appropriate? 

 
Q3 Should the equipment for mobile services on aircraft be licence exempt? 

 
Q4 If licensing for use of the equipment on board aircraft is required, who 
should hold the licence? 

 
Q5 What considerations (practical or otherwise) are relevant to compliance by 
the operators of on-board GSM systems with the General Conditions of Entitlement?   

 
Q6 Do you have any comments in relation to competition in the provision of 
these services? 

 
Q7 Should international mobile network codes be allocated to these on-board 
mobile  systems or national codes? 

 
Q8 Has this discussion paper highlighted the key issues, discussion points and 
posed the right questions? 

   
2.3 Readers of this document were invited to comment on its contents and to propose 

other topics which should be considered. In total Ofcom received 21 comments to 
the Mobile Services on Aircraft Discussion paper from a range of stakeholders. 
These included individual members of the public, the aeronautical industry, the 
Mobile Network Operator's (MNOs), telecommunication manufacturers, and 
proponents of the new application.  

2.4 The full text of the non-confidential comments are available at: 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/telecoms/reports/aircraft/responses/ 

2.5 Two respondents requested that their comments be kept confidential. 

2.6 In addition, Ofcom held a seminar on 9 June 2006 at which a number of stakeholders 
discussed the issues arising from the discussion paper. 

2.7 The following section addresses the responses to each question individually. 
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Section 3 

3 Summary of the responses to the 
discussion paper 
Q1 – Should the provision of services using GSM at 1800MHz be allowed on 
aircraft if the terrestrial networks and avionic systems are not compromised? 
Given Ofcom’s statutory role, what other factors, if any, should inform a 
decision to allow the use of these services on aircraft? 

3.1 The majority of responses to this question agreed that GSM 1800 MHz services 
should be allowed on aircraft, but only on the basis that the terrestrial networks do 
not suffer any harmful interference, the aircraft’s avionic and other electrical and 
electronic systems are not compromised and the equipment has been certified 
under the R&TTE Directive and Civil Aviation Airworthiness certification. 

3.2 Overall it was widely acknowledged that a multi-lateral approach to authorisation is 
desirable. 

3.3 Other concerns raised were that these systems need to be supported by European 
civil aviation regulators and airlines, who must be convinced that air-safety 
considerations will not be compromised and all necessary measures have been 
taken to ensure the safety of the aircraft and terrestrial services are not 
compromised. 

3.4 Ofcom were also requested to maintain a close link with aviation authorities, via CAA, 
and to incorporate their views and information in future statements. 

3.5 A few responses argued that there are a number of complex legal, regulatory, 
operational, technical and behavioural issues that need to be resolved not only at a 
local level, but across Europe before any systems should be allowed on aircraft. 

Q2 - Is a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach to enabling these types 
of service appropriate? 

3.6 The general consensus was that due to the international nature of this service a 
multilateral approach is essential for this application. This needs to be complemented 
within a regulatory framework whereby authorisations from the country of registration 
of the aircraft are mutually recognised by other countries. Reciprocity would be key in 
the development of this service. 

3.7 It was argued that a unilateral approach to authorising this service would be difficult 
to operate and extremely disruptive for passengers and would not serve the business 
case and might affect the quality of service. A unilateral approach might lead to non-
proportionate and unequal treatment of the service within Europe. 

3.8 It was felt only a global acceptance of the system can ensure its long term success. 
This would also have a benefit of enabling the development and implementation of 
universally accepted standards and a common regulatory and technical framework 
that will give considerable benefit to all companies due to the cost implications (which 
may passed on to consumers) if the market is fragmented into different solutions / 
approaches. If a global position could not be achieved, it was expressed that at a 
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minimum the European Market needs to remain as one and hopefully co-ordinate 
with as many other global markets as possible. 

3.9 Whilst the multilateral approach may delay the process for introduction of the service, 
if seen in the long term, this would appear to be more economic and feasible for the 
operators and installers of the equipment. 

3.10 However it was noted that whilst it is important to work within an international 
framework, national systems need to be protected from interference. Doubts were 
expressed that the ECC Decision by itself is sufficient to provide the necessary 
safeguards to protect UK networks and that Ofcom has insufficient jurisdiction to 
ensure that other administrations play a full part in the resolution of interference. A 
harmonised agreed framework is therefore necessary to guarantee resolution of 
interference cases and transparency with regard to the entity responsible in the case 
of interference with existing licensed mobile systems. 

Q3 - Should the equipment for mobile services on aircraft be licence exempt? 

3.11 From the respondents that addressed this question opinion was divided on this issue. 
The central argument for the division in opinions rests on the possible interference 
the GSM systems on the aircraft may cause to terrestrial networks. Some felt the 
GSM systems on board would not cause interference to either avionic equipment or 
terrestrial networks, whilst others believed it would be inappropriate for these 
systems to be licence exempt given their potential to cause interference to terrestrial 
networks.   

3.12 However it was agreed by many respondents that licence exemption should only be 
allowed providing it can be demonstrated that the use of the equipment is not likely to 
cause any undue interference to aircraft avionic and safety systems, or interfere with 
terrestrial wireless networks. It was argued that assuming that an absence of harmful 
interference to terrestrial networks can be demonstrated, such systems are entitled to 
be granted licence-exempt status as a matter of EU (Authorisation Directive) and UK 
law.  It was further stated that all equipment on board should be licence exempt as 
this constitutes the least burdensome approach to facilitate the commercial 
introduction of this new service and is in line with well established principles on aero 
communications set out in the Chicago Convention. 

3.13 Others argued that Ofcom should not support these systems being exempt from 
licensing (and covered under a general authorisation), but rather should seek to 
ensure that a consistent licensing regime is adopted by all administrations in whose 
territory aircraft are registered given that GSM on aircraft has such potential to 
interfere with the services provided by licensed operators that it must be the subject 
of standardised and separate licences. It was argued by these proponents that the 
licensing regulations that govern the global mobile industry should apply to these 
services as well. 

Q4 – If licensing for use of the equipment on board aircraft is required, who 
should hold the licence? 

3.14 There were three main answers given to this question. Some respondents expanded 
on Q3 and felt no licence at all should be required and the other responses were 
divided in two between the aircraft operator / owner and a third party operator or 
installer of the equipment. 
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3.15 The argument for not requiring an individual licence is based on the additional cost to 
the airline companies in having to continually update each aircraft licence. 

3.16 The arguments for the aircraft operator / owner were that this would maintain the 
current approach to the certification and authorisation for aircraft and they are the 
relevant person to hold the licence as they are responsible for on board safety.   

3.17 The arguments for a third party operator or installer of the equipment were based on 
the Network operators being better positioned to take responsibility for regulatory and 
technical compliance than the aircraft captains or the aircraft owner. If a licence is 
required, the licensee should be issued to the overall service provider as such an 
approach is necessary in order to provide regulatory accountability. 

3.18 A further view was put forward that OFCOM should apply a similar regulatory regime 
for the on board GSM system as already exists for satellite services. 

Q5 - What considerations (practical or otherwise) are relevant to compliance 
by the operators of on-board GSM systems with the General Conditions of 
Entitlement? 

3.19 There were a number of issues raised in relation to this question. These covered: 

• The General Conditions of Entitlement (GCE). Some respondents felt that any 
operator of an on board GSM system would be able to meet the conditions of the 
GCE, whilst others felt that before this issue could be fully addressed a 
determination has to be made regarding which GCE to apply and what category 
of service an onboard GSM system operator would fall. It was felt that the GCE 
would need to be looked at closely to decide how airline systems could comply. A 
further point to this was what proposed exceptions may need to be applied to the 
MNO’s General Conditions when providing a roaming service for the on board 
systems;    

1• The R&TTE  Directive. It was felt that the GSM equipment installed on the 
aircraft must be certified under the R&TTE directive. It was argued appropriate 
that all mobile operators carry the same General Conditions of Entitlement 
(Communications Act 2003) and obligations under both the R&TTE and EMC2 
Directives. 

• Legality and operation of the Network Control Unit (NCU). As the NCU will be used
to block mobiles on the aircraft connecting to a terrestrial network it is 
imperative that this equipment on board the aircraft should not be able to interfere 
with the terrestrial MNO GSM signals. This concern should be mitigated to a 
large extent by the development of a European Harmonised Standard and 
Technical Specification in ETSI specifically for systems on board aircraft; 

• Function testing of aircraft systems on the ground. Questions were asked on 
what requirements need to met for aircraft to test the GSM system on the ground 
due to the possible interference to terrestrial networks; and 

• A concern was expressed on the possibility of UK airlines registering their fleet 
outside the UK and the implications this may have for UK jurisdiction and in 
enforcing the use of GSM services on aircraft in UK air space. 

                                                 
1 The Radio Equipment and Telecommunications Terminal Equipment Directive.  
2 The Electro-Magnetic Compatibility Directive. 
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Q6 - Do you have any comments in relation to competition in the provision of 
these services? 

3.20 Generally it was felt that there are no competition issues associated with the 
deployment and provision of these services. However it was pointed out that the 
model provided in the Discussion paper of addressing the aircraft cabin as a virtual 
GSM country to simplify mobile addressing and billing was only one of several and it 
was not possible to consider the merits of each alternative at this point. Therefore 
competition issues, if there are any, should be considered at the appropriate time. 

3.21 Other points raised were: 

• The introduction of these services will bring extensive benefits to consumers. At 
the retail level competition is likely to replicate that of terrestrial markets at the 
wholesale level there appear to be relatively few barriers to entry. If the market 
develops as some network operators have forecast there can be little doubt that 
wholesale competition and further innovation will flourish; 

• The choice of service providers is likely to be limited. There is a possibility that 
the charges for mobile services in aircraft may therefore be kept arbitrarily high, 
as there would be very few installers and operators in this niche segment; 

• As the service is making use of existing resources, to generate new markets and 
new opportunities to satellite operators, terrestrial GSM operators, and airliners 
alike the service can be regarded as promoting healthy and favourable 
competition to existing service providers; 

• Competition should not be stifled. Competition between aircraft manufacturers is 
encouraging the early introduction of these technologies; and 

• If proposed controls on European roaming pricing are to be introduced this raises 
the question of the viability of proposed GSM in aircraft business models.  In 
particular, it seems unlikely that calls to a national mobile number of a customer 
on an aircraft could be made on commercially viable terms unless it is possible to 
charge the customer receiving the call for its in-flight termination. 

Q7 – Should international mobile network codes be allocated to these on-
board mobile systems or national codes? 

3.22 For all those that responded to this question there was broad support for the use of 
international mobile network codes for on-board systems. The allocation of national 
network codes would be neither practical nor desirable. Due to the international 
nature of the service it would be difficult to establish national codes and it was 
strongly advocated international codes administered by the ITU are used.  

 

 

 

3.23 It was considered by many to be both practical and logical to adopt a non-geographic 
international MNC for these services and that the use of an international MNC will 
enhance transparency for consumers when roaming by ensuring billing and tariff 
clarity. 

3.24 However it was mentioned that there is a more important consideration that needs to 
be taken into account and that is the need to consider the status of the service in 
terms of international roaming. A query was raised on whether the European 
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Commission’s current proposed regulations apply to such systems and consequently 
how might prices be benchmarked?   

Q8 – Has this discussion paper highlighted the key issues, discussion points 
and posed the right questions? 

3.25 Several respondents felt the paper had addressed all the relevant issues in a 
comprehensive and balanced way and that Ofcom’s discussion on this subject is timely 
and a valuable exercise in transparent decision making. However other additional 
issues were raised that it was felt were not directly addressed in the discussion paper 
and should be further discussed, namely: 

 

• A request was made to change the law to allow mobile phones to be used in hot 
air ballooning and other aviation sports. This is outside the scope of Ofcom’s 
responsibilities and has been referred to the CAA; 

• Human / behavioural issues and aircraft safety. Attention was drawn to potential 
problems of user behaviour and possible security concerns from unconstrained 
use of mobiles on board. These issues are outside the scope of Ofcom’s 
responsibilities and have been referred to the CAA; 

• A query was raised on the consumer demand for the service referred to in the 
discussion paper and that the evidence for it should be made publicly available. 
Queries were also raised on whether Ofcom will play a role in addressing quality 
of service issues for the passengers and how passenger complaints will be 
addressed; 

• Queries were raised over the technical descriptions given in paragraph 2.13, 2.14 
and 6.8 on how a mobile phone operates; 

• As mentioned in Q5 function testing of the system on the ground raises a number 
of issues not covered in the paper that need to be considered; 

• It was commented that the fundamental avionic issues that are outside of 
Ofcom’s control need to be resolved before any specific proposals could be made 
in subsequent Consultations, and that there is a possibility that in the medium 
term the international civil aviation regulatory authorities may not authorise such 
services at all; 

• Reference was made to ICAO and IATA and that they are considering the issues 
associated with Mobile Services on Aircraft, and that they may adopt preliminary 
procedures, decisions or advice within the next few months.  Whilst out of the 
scope of Ofcom’s responsibilities it was felt appropriate for Ofcom to maintain as 
close a link as possible to the relevant aviation authorities, via the CAA, and to 
incorporate their views and further reference information in future Statements and 
Consultations on this subject; 

• Caution was suggested with respect to the development of these services without 
full consideration of the impact on both the use and regulation of spectrum, 
particularly that GSM at 1800MHz; 

• It was noted that the Discussion paper did not address Ofcom’s legal or 
regulatory position regarding the access and licensing of the relevant spectrum to 
enable the provision of mobile services to customers on aircraft; 
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• Concerns were raised on how reports of interference could be dealt with and 
resolved. A concern was expressed that Ofcom has insufficient jurisdiction to 
ensure that other administrations play a full part in the resolution of interference; 

• It was felt that consultation with UK terrestrial operators with regard to 
interference likelihood and mitigation should be undertaken before enabling 
GSM1800 on aircraft in UK airspace given that the draft WGSE studies suggest 
that interference concerns are by no means fully resolved and is unclear how any 
on-board operator will ascertain that that all phones are switched off when the 
plane descends below 3000m.   

• However a further argument to this was that Ofcom and other European 
Regulators should not rule out the reduction of the 3000m limit in future based on 
analysis of the degree of interference encountered in practice and on the 
practicality of having different heights and periods of any flight at which the use of 
different devices is permitted on participating airlines. 

• There should be further study in RA WGSE to consider future compatibility with 
UMTS 900 and UMTS 1800 terrestrial networks and consideration of backhaul 
should also be carried out (i.e. should the proposed GSM systems share the 
same air to ground link in place for navigation purposes?) 

• Consideration needs to be given to the fact that visiting aircraft from other nations 
may have approved passenger wireless device services on that operate on 
different frequencies e.g. 1900MHz; 

• The discussion paper only considers the scenario of mobile phone operation; it 
may be useful to take into consideration the effects of broadband data linkages to 
the cabin, i.e. Connexions by Boeing; 

• Consideration should also be given to a direct service to the aircraft cabin being 
provided by the local MNOs via their own terrestrial mobile network. 

3.26 The full text of the responses can be found at: 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/telecoms/reports/aircraft/responses/ 
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Section 4 

4 Conclusions 
4.1 There is wide support in the responses for aircraft based GSM systems to be 

introduced but only so long as the terrestrial networks do not suffer any harmful 
interference, the aircraft’s avionic and other electrical and electronic systems are not 
compromised and the equipment has been certified under the R&TTE Directive and 
EASA / Civil Aviation Airworthiness certification. 

4.2 There is also a consensus that a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach is 
desirable. This response is in line with the provisional position put forward by Ofcom 
in the discussion paper and Ofcom remains committed to a multilateral rather than a 
unilateral approach and to the mutual recognition of licensing arrangements between 
participating states. Ofcom will continue to work with its opposite numbers in other 
countries to reach multilateral solutions to the issues raised. 

4.3 However there is a clear difference of opinion amongst the respondents as to how 
these services should be authorised and the levels of interference that may occur. 
These issues will require further consideration. The proponents for the airborne 
services and aviation industry felt that there will be no interference to any terrestrial 
network and the services should be licence exempt. The Mobile Network Operators 
(MNOs) oppose licence-exemption on the basis of the potential interference to their 
networks. This view was also supported by a few individuals.  

4.4 Queries were also raised in relation to spectrum usage rights and use and ownership 
of the spectrum already assigned to the MNOs.   

4.5 Only a minority of the responses addressed the question of who should hold a 
licence if required. There was a clear division of opinion on this again and the 
responses were split between those who proposed that the aircraft owner / operator 
should be the licensee, and others who proposed that the licensee should be a third 
party equipment installer. 

4.6 A determination will need to be made regarding which General Conditions of 
Entitlement apply to these systems and under what category of service an onboard 
GSM system operator would fall. Further consideration will also have to be given to 
any proposed exceptions that may need to be applied to the MNOs’ General 
Conditions should they provide a roaming service for the on board systems. 

4.7 All operators will need to comply with the obligations under both the R&TTE and 
EMC Directives and that the GSM equipment installed on the aircraft must be 
certified under those Directives (along with airworthiness certification). 

4.8 Most respondents saw no competition issues associated with the provision of aircraft 
based GSM services. However some questions were raised by respondents 
regarding the implications of different economic models for the provision of services 
and the impact they may have, such as call costs being kept arbitrarily high through 
lack of competition and the implications of the new European roaming pricing 
controls. 

4.9 There was general support for international mobile network codes to be used due to 
the global nature of the application. 
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4.10 A number of additional questions and considerations have been raised by this 
discussion exercise. Where these fall within Ofcom’s area of responsibility they will 
need to be addressed in further regulatory consultations and statements. 
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Section 5 

5 European developments 
5.1 In parallel to the Ofcom Discussion process CEPT has concluded a consultation 

exercise (31 July – 31 August 2006) on producing a draft ECC Decision and 
Technical Compatibility Report to enable the use of GSM 1800 MHz services on 
aircraft. The results of the consultation exercise will now be reviewed by CEPT 
WGRA (regulatory issues associated with the draft decision) and WGSE (technical 
issues associated with the compatibility report). The European Telecommunications 
Standards Institute (ETSI) has also begun work on drafting a harmonised standard 
for the installation of GSM base station equipment on aircraft. 

5.2 The CEPT consultation was administered by the European Radio Office (ERO) and 
details of the consultation are available from the ERO (www.ero.dk). During this 
consultation the ERO received 6 responses from CEPT administrations and 11 
responses from industry operators. 

5.3 The EU Radio Spectrum Committee (RSC) has also recently mandated CEPT to 
undertake the work required to identify the most appropriate technical criteria for the 
timely and harmonised introduction of mobile communication on aircraft (MCA) 
applications in the European Union. 

Issues raised by the ECC consultation: 

5.4 The main issues raised by the ECC consultation include enforcement, European 
roaming regulation, inconclusiveness of WGSE compatibility report, interference to 
terrestrial networks and legality of the Network Control Unit. 

5.5 Among the issues raised by respondents to the ECC consultation were the following:  

• A multilateral approach and mutual recognition approach to enabling GSM on 
aircraft is essential; 

• Operation of the onboard system must be conditional on no interference to 
terrestrial networks; 

• Status of NCU needs to be clarified. Reference to ETSI work required; 

• A harmonised ETSI standard is essential to ensure correct installation of the 
GSM systems on aircraft;  

• The requirements of the R&TTE and EMC Directives and international civil 
aviation rules must be fulfilled; 

• The draft Decision does not address other mobile spectrum allocations (i.e 1900 
– 1920MHz / 2010 – 2025MHz) that are used globally or being developed; 

• The regulatory authority responsible for approving, authorising, and taking 
enforcement action must be that of the flag state of the aircraft; 

• Essential requirement for an agreed mechanism and co-operation between 
regulatory authorities to quickly identify and resolve interference problems; 
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• The WGSE technical compatibility report is limited as it is dependent on 
compliance with a specific set of factors that may not be possible to apply to all 
aircraft; 

• Due to the limitations of the WGSE technical compatibility report there is a 
potential for interference to terrestrial services; 

• Consideration required on how the switching off of terminals will be enforced and 
how malfunctions of the GSM System can be dealt with; 

• The draft Decision in its current state does not provide a sufficient framework to 
provide the necessary regulatory and legal basis for international operation in 
Europe; 

• Closer coordination with ICAO required. Adopting an ECC decision at this stage 
would be premature, not to mention ineffective, as the civil aviation authorities are 
yet to conclude their technical studies, a major milestone before the service can 
be effectively considered; 

• Provision should be made in the Decision for future developments, i.e. including 
other mobile services (3G) and possibly operation of systems at heights below 
3000m. 

CEPT-WGSE 

5.6 The Technical Compatibility report considers the technical compatibility between 
GSM equipment (including any added equipment if needed) used on board aircraft 
and terrestrial networks, including at least GSM900, GSM1800, IMT-2000/UMTS. 
The study focuses on the compatibility of the system with terrestrial networks when 
the airborne system is working above an altitude of 3000 metres above ground.  

5.7 This report only deals with the GSM 1800 band for connectivity, however, the use of 
the GSM900 could be envisaged as a connectivity band in future studies. This report 
does not cover the impact of terrestrial networks on the GSM onboard aircraft 
system and such scenarios could be addressed in future studies. Neither does the 
report include consideration of regulatory and operational aspects nor compatibility 
with the aircraft avionics. 

5.8 Various comments were received during the ECC consultation on the Technical 
Compatibility Report. These have been assessed and where agreed included in the 
report. The revised report was approved by WGSE at its meeting on 18 – 22 
September 2006 and is available on the ERO web site in the Deliverables, Reports 
Section under ECC Report 093: 

http://www.ero.dk/documentation/docs/doccategory.asp?catid=4&catname=ECC/ER
C/ECTRA%20Reports

CEPT-WGRA 

5.9 The general aim of the draft ECC Decision is to facilitate the free circulation and use 
of radio equipment on board aircraft; and that administrations should allow free 
circulation and use of such systems. It assumes that operators of these systems are 
either individually authorised to use the required spectrum or have been given a 
general licence exemption in each case by the country of registration of the aircraft. 

12 

http://www.ero.dk/documentation/docs/doccategory.asp?catid=4&catname=ECC/ERC/ECTRA%20Reports
http://www.ero.dk/documentation/docs/doccategory.asp?catid=4&catname=ECC/ERC/ECTRA%20Reports


Mobile Services on Aircraft - Summary of stakeholder views 

5.10 A revised draft ECC Decision was produced at an extraordinary meeting chaired by 
the ERO on 16 October 2006. This draft took account of the comments received 
from the public consultation and was reviewed along with a number of other 
comments by WGRA at its meeting on 17 – 20 October 2006. 

5.11 WGRA submitted a revised version of the draft Decision for discussion and possible 
approval at the next ECC meeting on 27 November – 1 December 2006. The 
revised text of the draft Decision to be submitted to the ECC is available on the ERO 
website and can be currently found in the “Temp Docs” folder of the ECC 
Activities/Meeting Documents/RA Working Group/9th Meeting Paris section. 

ETSI 

5.12 An ETSI working group (GSM On Board – GSMOB) has been set up to develop two 
standards for the onboard GSM equipment. One will be a Technical Standard (TS) 
which would define how the installation instructions would be prepared. The other 
would refer to the various specifications and the TS to form a harmonised standard 
(HS) for the equipment. A harmonised ETSI standard is essential to ensure correct 
installation of the GSM systems on aircraft. The next meeting of this group will take 
place on 31 October 2006.  

5.13 Information about ETSI and its organisation can be found on the ETSI web site at 
www.etsi.org. 

RSC 

5.14 The Radio Spectrum Committee (RSC) of the EU has also addressed the issue of 
mobile communications onboard aircraft.  

5.15 At the RSC held on 29 - 30 June 2006 the committee addressed the issue of Mobile 
communications onboard aircraft. The Chairman's report states that a draft EC 
Mandate to CEPT was presented and discussed in order to ensure that technical 
compatibility studies are incorporated in a possible overall EC framework on this 
issue. The Chairman’s report can be found at 
http://forum.europa.eu.int/Public/irc/infso/radiospectrum/library?l=/public_documents
_2006/rsc16_29-30_2006/rsc16_chairmans/_EN_1.0_&a=d 

5.16 At its last meeting on 4-5 October it adopted a Mandate to CEPT to assess specific 
technical compatibility issues between the operation of airborne GSM 1800 systems 
and potentially affected radio services. Depending upon the results of this Mandate, 
which is due for completion by 1 April 2007, and the need for further work, the 
Commission may propose to coordinate a common approach within the European 
Union, possibly through the development of an EC Decision which, if adopted, would 
then be binding on Member States. The Chairman's report for this meeting and an 
update on the GSM on aircraft issue is available at: 
http://europa.eu.int/information_society/policy/radio_spectrum/index_en.htm   

5.17 The mandate limits itself to the study of technical compatibility of airborne GSM1800 
MHz systems with potentially affected terrestrial radio services.  The limitation is 
justified by the expectation that MCA services will be implemented using this 
technology at first, and therefore needs to be prioritised.  Further EC mandates 
targeting other technologies may be prepared in the future. 

5.18 The Mandate to CEPT is attached at Section 7, Annex 1 and can also be found on 
the ERO website (www.ero.dk) in the November SE7 meeting folder as document 
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SE7(06)167. This folder can be found under ECC Activities/Meeting 
Documents/Select Group/SE7. The "User Name" and "Password" requirement on the 
meeting documents page are redundant. 

European timeline 

5.19 The next meetings at which the issues raised by the CEPT consultation and the RSC 
Mandate could be addressed are: 

31 Oct 2006 ETSI-ERM Review progress by ETSI-ERM/MSG (GSMOB group) on 
development of harmonised standard. 

27 Nov 2006 ECC Review progress made by WGRA and discuss if approval 
can be given for publication of the draft Decision.   

1 Dec 2006 RSC Interim Report on RSC Mandate from CEPT to the 
Commission due.  

4 – 5 Dec 
2006 

RSC Meeting of the RSC 

12 – 13 Dec 
2006 

WGRA – RA1 Meeting of WGRA-RA1 to address enforcement issues, 
(possibly including issues related to GSM on Aircraft). 

19 – 23 Feb 
2007 

WGRA Meeting of WGRA (possibly including issues related to 
GSM on Aircraft and the draft Decision). 

14 – 15 March 
2007 

RSC Meeting of the RSC 

26 – 30 March 
2007 

ECC Meeting of ECC. (Possibly including issues related to 
GSM on Aircraft and the draft Decision). 

1 April 2007 RSC Final Report on RSC Mandate from CEPT to the 
Commission due. 

May 2007 
(TBC) 

WGRA Meeting of WGRA. (Work programme to be agreed). 

13 – 14 June 
2007 

RSC Meeting of the RSC 

 

5.20 It is difficult to say with any certainty when the various European groups will conclude 
their studies, but it is expected that the CEPT / ETSI work will be concluded by mid 
2007, but this will depend on the successful resolution of all the technical and 
regulatory issues. 

5.21 However regardless of the progress made by CEPT, the introduction into use of any 
GSM services on aircraft will not be allowed until all the requirements of the relevant 
aviation bodies have been satisfied. Work by these bodies is ongoing.  

14 



Mobile Services on Aircraft - Summary of stakeholder views 

Global developments 

5.22 In the U.S. the FAA is still considering its position and is not currently progressing the 
use of inflight mobile phone services. 

5.23 The second phase of the RTCA study in the U.S. into whether wireless personal 
electronic devices (PEDs) such as mobile phones can be used on aircraft is ongoing 
and due for completion at the end of 2006.  

5.24 Norway, Belgium, and Germany have awarded provisional Wireless Telegraphy 
licences for the testing of the GSM systems on aircraft.  

5.25 Australia has made provision through its legislative process to permit the use of GSM 
systems and control mechanisms on aircraft. 

Aviation Groups 

ICAO 

5.26 The ICAO Aeronautical Communications Panel (ACP) met on 7 – 13 June 2006. This 
meeting considered the issues associated with the installation of radio equipment as 
part of the aircraft build and the introduction of radio equipment into the aircraft by 
passengers in their personal possessions. 
 

5.27 The meeting concluded that the airworthiness panel’s attention should be brought to 
the need to take into account the relevant radio regulatory conditions of all the States 
over which the aircraft is likely to fly and that the operation of mobile system must 
conform to any technical conditions (e.g. separation distance from the ground) 
required by the radio regulatory authority for the State over which the aircraft is flying. 

5.28 It was also felt that it would be desirable to reach a single simple decision that is 
applicable to all Aircraft throughout the world, in all phases of flight that is understood 
by the passenger and enforceable by the flight crew.   

European Air Navigation Planning Group (EANPG) Frequency Management 
Group 

5.29 This group met on 28 August – 2 September 2006 and addressed the issue of the 
deployment of GSM systems on aircraft. 

5.30 It was felt that clear global decisions are required to ensure the continued safety of 
the aircraft and the passengers/staff within it. These decisions need to be easily 
understood by the public and easily enforceable in order not to cause confusion 
within the industry and the travelling public to avoid adverse effects on 
aircraft/passenger/crew safety. The group agreed that all relevant concerns and 
bodies need to be addressed and invited to look into this subject and that necessary 
regulations must be put in place as soon as possible. 
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Section 6 

6 Way forward 
6.1 Ofcom remains committed to a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach to 

mobile services on aircraft and to the mutual recognition of licensing arrangements 
between participating states. Ofcom will continue to work with its opposite numbers 
in other countries to reach multilateral solutions to the issues raised and continue to 
liaise with the CAA on this issue. 

6.2 To ensure that a multilateral approach can be adopted in a common way across 
Europe it will be necessary for the regulatory and technical work in CEPT to be 
completed. Ofcom will hold a consultation when these matters are clear, but at 
present CEPT and ETSI have not concluded their studies and are still working on 
resolving regulatory / technical concerns. Also EASA and the CAA are still 
considering how these systems will meet their airworthiness certification 
requirements and address human factors concerns.  

6.3 No systems would be allowed to operate on UK registered aircraft without the 
approval of the relevant authorities and with the appropriate inter-administration 
agreements to ensure that authorisations were mutually recognised by participating 
countries.  

6.4 Ofcom will in due course issue a formal consultation document with specific 
proposals to determine the policy that should be followed. This consultation 
document will include an impact assessment considering all relevant options. 
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Annex 1 

1 Radio Spectrum Committee Mandate to 
CEPT 

EUROPEAN COMMISSION 
Information Society and Media Directorate-General  
 
Electronic Communications Policy 
Radio Spectrum Policy  
 

Brussels, 9 October 2006 
DG INFSO/B4 

RSCOM06-64 Final 

 
FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY 

 

RADIO SPECTRUM COMMITTEE 
 

Working Document 
Opinion of the RSC  

pursuant to Article 4.4 of Radio Spectrum Decision 676/2002/EC 
 
Subject: Commission Mandate to CEPT on Mobile Communications on board 

Aircraft (MCA)  
  
This is a Committee working document which does not necessarily reflect the official position 

of the Commission. No inferences should be drawn from this document as to the precise 
form or content of future measures to be submitted by the Commission. The Commission 

accepts no responsibility or liability whatsoever with regard to any information or data 
referred to in this document. 

 

Article I. Summary 
At the last RSC meeting (RSC #16), the Commission presented a draft Mandate to CEPT  
aiming at linking the on-going CEPT work (compatibility studies of MCA systems resulting in 
a draft Decision ECC DEC(06)FF) to a general EC regulatory framework needed for 
facilitating the implementation of MCA services.. 

From the reactions received on the draft ECC DEC(06)FF, it is clear that there are still 
significant differences of opinion and concerns between Member States about the regulatory 
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means of introducing MCA services and concerning the different responsibilities related to 
this issue (licensing, spectrum allocation, airworthiness, standards…).   

The Commission believes that it is not possible to address this multi-dimensional cross-
border issue uniquely on the basis of voluntary agreements between Member States in the 
CEPT context. An integrated common approach at Community level is the optimal and only 
feasible way forward to consider all relevant matters adequately and to provide a predictable 
legal framework for these systems across the European Union.  

 

Article II. An integrated EU approach to MCA 
The main elements of a coherent EU initiative on this issue are as follows: 

Activity Status 

EU funding of pre-competitive R&D for MCA 
technology 

Has already taken place under the 
Wireless Cabin IST FP5 project 

Technical compatibility studies between 
proposed MCA services and mobile services to be 
undertaken by CEPT under formal Mandate from 
the Commission and to be agreed by RSC 

Studies already under way in 
CEPT.  RSC involvement to be 
formalised by EC Mandate agreed 
at RSC#17 

Development of harmonised standards under the 
R&TTE Directive to be undertaken by ETSI under 
formal Mandate from the Commission 

Under way in ETSI under generic 
EC Mandate M284 

Equipment-related issues to be referred to TCAM.  
Enforcement issues in collaboration with CEPT 
(WG RA) 

As has already happened 
concerning airborne channel 
guidance systems 

Licensing questions to be discussed in the 
Authorisations sub-group of COCOM 

On the work programme of the 
AUTH  sub-group of COCOM 

Other pertinent regulatory issues to be discussed 
in appropriate EC fora if needed 

Such as roaming, market 
definitions, competition, EMC and 
health issues … 

Possible licence-exempted harmonised spectrum 
allocation for MCA to be discussed in RSC; 

Following CEPT, COCOM work 

Relationship between the above and aviation 
safety to be addressed by the Commission (DG 
INFSO, ENTR and TREN), together with the 
competent EU authority in this matter (EASA) 

Preliminary contacts established.  
Airworthiness certification  process 
under way in EASA 

Adequate consideration of civil security aspects by  
competent Commission services (DG JLS) to 
ensure coherence with "Third Pillar" policy (Police 
and Judicial Co-operation in Criminal Matters) 

To be considered 

3. EC MANDATE TO CEPT 
 

Following the first presentation at RSC#16, a second draft of an EC mandate to CEPT to 
identify the technical conditions required to ensure the compatibility of MCA operation with 
existing radiocommunication services is presented in the Annex.  
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This draft takes into account the comments provided by RSC members during and following 
RSC#16. The text makes visible the changes brought in and indicates via comments, where 
needed, who had asked for the change  

A Commission paper introducing a number of related issues concerning MCA services was 
presented in RSC#16 (RSCOM06-37), and it is not intended to re-visit these issues in the 
present document.  

The Commission services wish however to re emphasise that giving CEPT a mandate on 
this issue is essential, in order to ensure that any results of technical compatibility studies 
carried out by CEPT in this context are agreed within the same EC framework to be applied 
for other related issues, such as authorisations and airworthiness.  

 

Members of the Radio Spectrum Committee are invited to give an advisory Opinion on the 
text of the draft EC Mandate to CEPT on MCA pursuant to art. 4.4. of the RSD. 

 
**** 
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ANNEX:     

DRAFT 
MANDATE TO CEPT ON MOBILE COMMUNICATION SERVICES ON BOARD AIRCRAFT (MCA) 

Title 
Mandate to CEPT to identify the technical conditions required to ensure the compatibility of 
operation with existing radiocommunication services of GSM systems on board aircraft in the 
frequency bands 1710–1785 and 1805–1880 MHz in the European Union.  

Purpose 
Pursuant to art. 4 of the Radio Spectrum Decision, CEPT is mandated to undertake the work 
required to identify the most appropriate technical criteria for the timely and harmonised 
introduction of MCA applications in the European Union.  
This present mandate limits itself to the study of technical compatibility of airborne GSM1800 
systems with potentially affected radio services. The limitation is justified by the expectation 
that MCA services will be implemented using this technology at first, and therefore needs to 
be prioritised.  Further EC mandates targeting other technologies may be prepared in the 
future.  
In the European Union, the airworthiness of airborne GSM1800-based mobile 
communication systems to avoid harmful interference to aviation systems is the competence 
of the European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA), as is therefore not the competence of this 
Mandate. The avoidance of harmful interference which would endanger the functioning of 
aviation-related safety services takes priority over any other issue. 

Justification 
Allowing people to be connected everywhere at all time is a recurring theme of the policy on 
the Information Society and of the i2010 initiative.  The development of additional means of 
communicating is likely to be beneficial for work productivity and for growth in the mobile 
telephony market.  Airborne connectivity applications would be used mostly for cross-border 
flights within the European Union and are pan-European in nature. A coordinated approach 
to the regulation of such services would support the objectives of the EU Single Market for 
persons by facilitating cross-border travel.  

Order and Schedule 
CEPT is hereby mandated to undertake all required activities to assess specific technical 
compatibility issues between the operation of airborne GSM 1800 systems and a number of 
potentially affected  radio services.   

CEPT shall undertake this work in full awareness of and close collaboration with 
developments regarding the airworthiness certification of these systems by aviation safety 
authorities. 

CEPT is mandated to provide deliverables according to the following schedule: 

 

Delivery date Deliverable Subject 

st1  December 2006 Interim Report from 
CEPT to the Commission

Description of work undertaken and 
interim results under this Mandate.   

st1  April 2007 Final Report from CEPT 
to the Commission 

Description of work undertaken and 
final results under this Mandate 

 

20 



Mobile Services on Aircraft - Summary of stakeholder views 

In addition, CEPT is requested to report on the progress of its work pursuant to this Mandate 
to all the meetings of the Radio Spectrum Committee taking place during the course of the 
Mandate.  

The result of this Mandate can be made applicable in the European Community pursuant to 
Article 4 of the Radio Spectrum Decision2. 

 
In implementing this Mandate, the CEPT shall take the utmost account of Community law 
applicable. 

                                                 
2  Decision 676/2002/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 7 March 2002 on a 

regulatory framework for radio spectrum policy in the European Community, OJ L 108 of 
24.4.2002, p.1. 
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