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Dear Mr. Young -  
 

Mobile Services on Aircraft – Discussion Paper Response 
 
 
AeroMobile, a joint venture between ARINC Incorporated and Telenor, is pleased to 
participate in the discussion paper organized by Ofcom regarding the possible introduction of 
GSM services on Aircraft in the UK.  
 
As a future UK-registered GSM onboard aircraft operator, AeroMobile would like to 
contribute to this discussion with the objective of shedding some light on some of the issues 
raised by Ofcom in relation to the service. AeroMobile’s contribution is attached for your 
consideration and attention.   
 
Finally, AeroMobile would like to commend Ofcom on its consultation initiative which 
confirms yet again the UK’s leadership in introducing new technologies while at the same 
time ensuring spectrum efficiency and adequate industry support.  
We hope that this information proves useful to Ofcom’s consultation process.  We remain at 
Ofcom’s disposal should any further information or clarifications be required.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Director Regulatory Affairs, AeroMobile  
 
 
 
cc: Mr. Endre Skolt, Director Mobile Operations, AeroMobile 



Technological Developments 
 
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? 
 
 
Answer 1:   
 
AeroMobile would like to bring to the attention of Ofcom the type of the joint venture behind 
the proposed GSM onboard aircraft operator, AeroMobile. AeroMobile is a joint venture 
between ARINC and Telenor. With this unique combination of a major aeronautical 
communication systems provider and a long standing international telecoms and satellite 
service provider, AeroMobile is very well positioned to address the needs of both the avionic 
systems and the terrestrial networks alike.  
 
Both Telenor and ARINC have conducted extensive technical studies on the potential effects 
of the provision of service on the avionic systems and the terrestrial networks. Subject to 
some technical and operational conditions, the system is designed to avoid any interference 
to the avionics systems onboard the aircraft and to prevent interference to and from the 
terrestrial GSM networks. The service is therefore deemed safe for operation and does not 
compromise the above mentioned systems.  
 
As correctly outlined by Ofcom, “new opportunities of this kind” should be market driven. The 
business case for GSM onboard aircraft seems very promising. GSM network subscribers 
are requesting ever increasing connectivity, anytime, anywhere. Air (and sea) connectivity 
remain to be the only untapped market for such ubiquitous service. The GSM onboard 
aircraft service is therefore proposed to meet such market demand. AeroMobile believes that 
the demand and the potential for such a service are already established. This is particularly 
true for the UK, home to one of the largest air transport hubs of the world.   
 
GSM onboard aircraft service is intended to make use of existing GSM technology to extend 
the coverage of terrestrial GSM services to the skies. The service will not be requesting 
additional spectrum but will rather make use of existing GSM spectrum to provide new 
services to existing customers in new geographical areas.  The service is therefore very 
spectrum efficient.  
 
The service is also deemed spectrum efficient because it does not require spectrum 
exclusivity, when compared to terrestrial GSM services.  
 
The design and operation of terrestrial GSM networks means that frequencies must be 
assigned on an exclusive basis in order to ensure non-interference between the networks of 
different operators. This is because terrestrial networks aim to provide full coverage of their 
licensed territory.  Exclusive spectrum, on the other hand, is NOT necessary for GSM 
onboard aircraft applications, as the systems are designed only to provide coverage within 
the closed space of the aircraft body, and therefore use very low power. The same GSM 
frequency band can be shared with all other aircraft, and with terrestrial GSM operators, with 
no harmful interference to either.  
 
It is also the view of AeroMobile that such an efficient reuse of the spectrum does not 
compete with existing GSM licensees but rather provides an extension to their services to 
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previously unreachable markets. To open a market not currently available for 
communications will not be at the expense of the terrestrial GSM operators; it will constitute 
an additional revenue stream for existing operators. 
 
AeroMobile does not believe that any factors other than avionic/aircraft safety and 
interference issues should be used to make an informed decision to allow the use of GSM 
services on aircraft. 
 
Based on the above, AeroMobile respectfully invites Ofcom to authorize GSM onboard 
aircraft services that overfly the UK. AeroMobile believes that by allowing reuse of GSM 
frequencies in a new, previously untapped market, Ofcom will promote efficient use of the 
spectrum and therefore further achieve its spectrum management policy goals.  
 
Multilateral or UK-only approach 
 
Q2: Is a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach to enabling these types of service 
appropriate?  
 
Answer 2:  
 
AeroMobile agrees with Ofcom that “given the international nature of both communications 
and air transport…the success of any such system may well be dependent on mutual 
recognition and cooperation between administrations”. This is particularly applicable to 
Europe, where it is often the case that on any one flight route, an aircraft will travel through 
the airspace of more than one country, with the time spent in the airspace of any one country 
relatively small.  
 
This is further supported by the fact that the basic technology used and the economics of the 
system are assumed to be similar across Europe. The same approach to regulation is 
therefore recommended throughout Europe. 
 
It should also be noted that the development of the initial system involves a number of sunk 
costs, including (1) System engineering development, (2) Equipment manufacture and 
qualification (3) developing the necessary agreements with a number of airlines (4) installing 
equipment on aircraft, (5) planning of installation and maintenance according to the regular 
aircraft maintenance schedule, and (6) establishing the normal roaming and other business 
arrangements.  In order to generate traffic volumes high enough to justify the investment in 
GSM onboard aircraft services, the services must be offered globally.  Traffic generated in 
the airspace of one single country will be insignificant compared to this investment; hence a 
global acceptance of the regime is necessary for the project’s long-term success.  
 
Apart from the business case for the service, where a unilateral approach will add 
unnecessary regulatory burden on the operator, and cumbersome administrative tasks on 
the administrations, multilateral approach is also recommended for quality of service 
purposes.  
 
One example of a unilateral approach is a country specific allocation of frequencies to the 
GSM onboard aircraft service instead of a whole GSM 1800 band allocation. Should that be 
the case, it will be difficult or even impossible for the GSM onboard aircraft operator to 
secure the same set of frequencies among the different European countries on a given flight 
route.  
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On the other hand, it is AeroMobile’s view that a unilateral approach to licensing might lead 
to a non-proportionate and unequal treatment for the service within Europe, where some 
countries may not be as favourably disposed as others to license the service, therefore 
cultivating a rather anti-competitive environment within Europe.  
 
In view of the above, and due to the international nature of the service and the short flight 
time over any particular country within Europe, it is AeroMobile’s opinion that unilateral 
approach to licensing will not serve the business case and might affect the quality of service.   
 
Licences for operation of mobile services on aircraft  
 
Q3: Should the equipment for mobile services on aircraft be licence-exempt?  
 
Answer 3:  
 
As noted by Ofcom, the requirement for a licence for this type of equipment rests on the idea 
that the equipment concerned could produce harmful interference to wireless telegraphy. 
This is specified in the Wireless Telegraphy Act (1948) and the EU Authorisation Directive 
(2002/20/EC). However, and as is illustrated in the discussion paper, new technology is 
being implemented in order to ensure no harmful interference to other radio systems. It 
therefore follows that the issuing of licences for GSM onboard aircraft services is not 
necessary.  
 
From a project viability point of view, and in order to generate traffic volumes high enough to 
justify the investment in in-flight telecoms services, the services must be offered globally. 
However, traffic generated in the airspace of one single country will be insignificant 
compared to this investment; hence a global acceptance of the regime is necessary for the 
project’s long-term success. Adding to that the cumbersome licensing exercise of acquiring 
multiple licences from all the countries being overflown, the GSM onboard aircraft service 
will be neither practical nor profitable.  
 
The ECC solution to such a cumbersome licensing regime is to limit the licensing 
requirement to that of the country of registration of the aircraft. AeroMobile agrees with 
Ofcom that a suitable way of addressing the licensing requirement is to consider that the 
frequencies used in the aircraft of the airspace of a certain country are the responsibility of 
the country of registration of the aircraft. This is further supported by the Convention on 
International Civil Aviation, 1944 (Chicago Convention), article 30 (a).   
It is AeroMobile’s view that the ECC approach to licensing is best suited for such an 
international service and Ofcom is kindly invited to follow the European/ECC approach, thus 
making the service licence “exempt” whereby only one licence is required from the country of 
registration of the aircraft.  
 
AeroMobile believes that limiting the licence of the GSM onboard service to the country of 
origin of the aircraft is the only way to ensure the smooth provision of these essential 
services across countries.  
 
 
Q4: If licensing for use of the equipment on board aircraft is required, who should hold the 
licence?  
 
Answer 4:  



 5

Due to the international nature of the service, and as with other radio equipment installed 
onboard aircraft, for example Aeronautical Mobile Satellite Systems (AMSS), it is expected 
that the additional radio equipment be certified and added to the current aircraft radio licence 
by the aircraft owner or operator. This exercise is expected to be carried out with the civil 
aviation authorities of the country of registration of the aircraft.  
 
However, for the telecoms and service licence, and due to the large number of countries 
being flown over on any particular flight route, and the eventual large number of aircraft to be 
fitted with the equipment, it is more practical for the equipment operator to hold the licence.  
The responsibility for any breach of the limits of interference can still be within the remit of 
the aircraft owner/operator and this can be done in the specific terms and conditions of the 
licence.  
 
AeroMobile would therefore suggest the following scenario:  
 
GSM onboard aircraft operators will seek and hold authorisation to operate the service in the 
airspace of different countries. With the service licensed for operation in the airspace of 
these countries, the aircraft owner/operator can then choose to make available such a 
service onboard its fleet or for specific flight routes. The aircraft owner/operator will then 
have the onboard equipment installed and the original radio licence of the aircraft amended 
to include the onboard equipment.  
 
The above scenario has also been successfully followed for AMSS services and Ofcom is 
respectfully invited to consider such a procedure as it is considered to be efficient and 
acceptable to both equipment operators and aircraft operators. Any particular concerns can 
be addressed within the terms and conditions of the service licence.  
 
AeroMobile would like to bring to the attention of Ofcom the fact that it is again desirable to 
only seek authorisation for the onboard service (and radio licence) from the country of 
registration of the aircraft, regardless of the licence holder.   
 
Telecommunications Authorisation requirements  
 
Q5: What considerations (practical or otherwise) are relevant to compliance by the operators 
of on-board GSM systems with the General Conditions of Entitlement?  
 
Answer 5:  
 
As the discussion paper acknowledges, there is every reason to believe that any provider of 
air-borne mobile communications will be able to meet the conditions laid down in the 
General conditions of entitlement. The considerations needed to ensure adherence with 
these standards are both feasible and practical. It is AeroMobile’s view that the following 
Conditions of Entitlement are conformed to in the following way:  
 
1) General Access and Interconnection obligations: Since the proposed GSM onboard 
aircraft system uses standard GSM technology, it is expected that the system will comply 
with general access and interconnection obligations. The system will function in the same 
way a GSM roaming partner does and as such will comply to GSM general access and 
interconnection obligations.  
 
8) Operator assistance and directory enquiry facilities: Operator demand and directory 
enquiry facilities will be developed according to market demand and the technical feasibilities 
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of achieving this in an aircraft with roaming customers. For emergency calls AeroMobile 
intends to route the calls to a specific airline number. 
 
9) Requirement to offer contracts with minimum terms: As a GSM roaming partner, GSM 
onboard service operators will enter into agreements with other GSM operators based on 
normal Inter Operative Tariff (IOT) agreements with the different GSM partners. This has the 
benefit of conforming to already established roaming terms and conditions. The GSM 
onboard aircraft service provider will not be offering service to end-users directly but through 
their existing terrestrial service providers, and this is carried out through standard roaming 
agreement contracts.  
 
11) Metering and billing: As a GSM roaming partner, billing and metering should work in the 
same way that it does for terrestrial GSM roaming. The operator of an airborne GSM 
network will automatically keep records of the calls that it bills for. The actual invoice that is 
presented to a customer is still maintained by their network operator.  
 
14) Codes of practice and dispute resolution: As a member of the GSM Association, GSM 
onboard aircraft service providers will need to adhere to the aspect of Codes of Conduct, 
including those issues of etiquette as well as those relating to safety, which are issued by the 
relevant authorities.  
 
21) Quality of service: GSM onboard aircraft service providers are expected to maintain a 
good quality of service throughout the eligible duration of the flight. End-users should expect 
to make and receive calls (and other associated services) in the same way they do on the 
ground.  
 
Competition  
 
Q6: Do you have any comments in relation to competition in the provision of these services?  
 
Answer 6:  
 
Making voice calls onboard aircraft is currently available. However, the service suffers from 
low consumer take-up due to the following facts:  
 

- Unfamiliar interface 
- inappropriate form of payment  
- only outgoing calls possible 
- expensive  
 

With the possibility of end-users making and receiving calls with their own handsets, paying 
through their normal service providers, with rates in the range of 2.5-5 Euros, GSM onboard 
aircraft services present to the end-users a good alternative to already existing airborne 
telephony services and as such promotes a healthy competition in the interest of the 
consumer.  
 
With regards to terrestrial GSM operators, it is the view of AeroMobile that GSM onboard 
aircraft services do not compete with existing terrestrial GSM networks but rather provides 
an extension of their services to previously unreachable markets, in the same way a roaming 
partner does. In fact, it can even be argued that terrestrial GSM operators can benefit from 
the service more than the airborne ones for the following reasons:  
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- Coverage: GSM onboard aircraft services will be confined to space operations 
(ground operations are not permitted) whereas terrestrial GSM operators will have 
access to both terrestrial and space operations. 

- Market: GSM onboard aircraft will provide services to end-users through terrestrial 
GSM operators, and not directly to customers. In addition to that, GSM onboard 
aircraft operators will only be providing services to the aviation community, rather 
than the whole terrestrial (including aviation) community.  

- Tariff:  End-user tariff are at the discretion of the terrestrial GSM operators and not 
within the remit of the GSM onboard aircraft operators.  

- Exclusivity: Terrestrial GSM operators retain an exclusive right of their frequencies 
on the ground. Other terrestrial GSM operators cannot make use of their frequencies. 
This is not the case for AeroMobile where AeroMobile and other GSM onboard 
aircraft operators can benefit from a simultaneous frequency usage. The non-
exclusive frequency usage promotes competition and efficient spectrum use.  

 
In addition to the above, AeroMobile considers that the GSM onboard aircraft service does 
not have any adverse effect on competition but rather promotes a healthy competition and 
an efficient use of spectrum.  
 
Aeromobile does not foresee any concerns in relation to competition. There will be several 
providers of services for mobile phones in flight. From a technical point of view, it might even 
be possible to have several providers on the same aircraft. 
 
Numbering 
 
Q7: Should international mobile network codes be allocated to these on-board mobile 
systems or national codes?  
 
Answer 7:  
 
The most practical approach to this issue is the allocation of international mobile network 
codes to onboard mobile systems. As the discussion paper mentions, a specific “country 
code” and “network code” could be used to indicate this to mobile stations. By using this 
process, a separate mobile network comprising a number of on-board aircraft coverage 
areas would be definable, and the commercial arrangement related to roaming could be 
properly established. Standard GSM mechanisms could be used to keep track of mobiles on 
board and to register their service usage so as to provide roaming data to the respective 
service providers. 
 
Due to the international nature of the service, it is difficult to establish national codes for the 
service, and international network codes administered by ITU are recommended, similar to 
those currently allocated to some satellite services.  
 
Q8: Has this discussion paper highlighted the key issues, discussion points and posed the 
right questions? 
 
Answer 8:  
 
The discussion paper has broadly covered the main issues that surround authorisation of 
this particular service .The structure and content of the paper is comprehensive and 
balanced in terms of the advantages and perceived disadvantages of authorizing the 
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service. There are no noticeable elements of the debate surrounding this topic that need to 
be added to what is otherwise a very comprehensive discussion of the various issues.  
 
One definite strong point is the manner in which the key questions posed have taken 
account of factors that should be considered outside the area of technical conformance to 
safety standards and appropriate regulatory strategy. Commendably, it has looked at what 
factors involve consumers and business that will actually operate and use the service.  
Also, the paper is to be commended for manner in which it avoids technical jargon where 
possible and gives explanation to all acronyms that are used in the process of putting across 
its points. The use of explanatory diagrams is very useful.  
 
Finally, Aeromobile would invite Ofcom to contribute to standardisation activities relating to 
equipment and test procedures in order to simplify administrative procedures for the 
authorisation of service providers in the sky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


