
Orange UK response to Ofcom discussion paper ‘Mobile Services on Aircraft’ 
 
Orange1 welcomes the opportunity to respond to Ofcom’s discussion paper on the 
introduction of mobile services on aircraft: Mobile Services on Aircraft, April 2006.  
Orange notes that CEPT is currently consulting on the use of GSM on aircraft.  
Orange is supportive of the development of a European Framework to provide mobile 
services on aircraft and views the proposed service as a valuable extension of a mobile 
service to customers with many opportunities for all market players.  However, Orange 
urges caution with respect to the development of the services without full consideration 
of the impact on both the use and regulation of spectrum, particularly the GSM spectrum 
at 1800MHz.  Disappointingly, there is no extended discussion of 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.  
 
Orange UK presumes that, as the relevant 1800MHz GSM spectrum is fully assigned to 
mobile operators in the UK, those operators are in a position to allow use of the required 
spectrum to third parties including the use of spectrum for the provision of services on 
aircraft.  Furthermore, any provision for another mobile operator to use this spectrum 
should therefore be on a commercial basis with the current licence holder(s).  However, 
as this issue is not discussed directly in the consultation document, Orange strongly 
believes that Ofcom needs to clarify its position regarding the use of the assigned 
1800MHz GSM spectrum. 
 
 
 
Question 1 
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: 
As discussed above, Orange believes that the provision of services using GSM at 
1800MHz should be allowed.  In its discussion document, Ofcom acknowledges its 
concerns regarding interference to terrestrial networks, in particular ensuring that the 
power of the on-board network controller removes visibility of the terrestrial networks 
whilst not causing harmful interference to them.  Orange supports this view and also 
believes that there are other technical, legal, regulatory and operational issues that 
require resolution, at both a local and European level, before this service can go ahead. 
 
The legal and regulatory issues concern the use and ownership of the GSM spectrum at 
1800MHz currently fully assigned to several operators in the UK It is a commercial 
negotiation between these authorised operators and the operators who want to provide 
GSM services on aircraft to agree to the use of this spectrum.  Orange strongly believes 
that Ofcom needs to clarify its position regarding the use of the already assigned GSM 
spectrum. 
 

                                                 
1 The Orange Group comprises member companies in nine EU Member States: Austria, Belgium, 
France, the Netherlands, Portugal, Poland, Slovakia, Spain and the UK. We also have European 
operations in Romania and Switzerland. 
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Operationally, Orange supports Ofcom’s consideration2 that not all parties may take a 
positive view of the service.  This is an important, but commercial factor, and it is 
encumbent upon the airlines to ensure that the service is appropriately deployed and 
monitored to ensure that it does not disturb passengers travelling in a confined space.  
Orange is paying the utmost attention to this aspect and will give it full consideration in 
any commercial agreements.  
 
 
 
Question 2 
Is a multilateral rather than a unilateral approach to enabling these types of service 
appropriate? 
 
Answer 2: 
As stated in the discussion document3, a unilateral approach would allow the UK to 
pursue the licensing of airborne GSM systems on its own, whilst a multilateral approach 
would ensure a collaborative approach by many countries.   
 
Orange is fully supportive of Ofcom’s multilateral, collaborative approach to develop a 
common regulatory and technical framework even if this achieved, and then 
implemented, more slowly than a unilateral approach.  In fact, Orange believes that the 
ultimate goal would be to achieve a global framework. 
 
 
 
Question 3: 
Should the equipment for mobile services on aircraft be licence exempt? 
 
Answer 3: 
In its discussion document, Ofcom suggests that there may be a case for exemption 
from the need for individual licensing for on-board equipment where Ofcom is satisfied 
that there the use of the equipment is not likely to cause any undue interference.  
Orange is wholly unsupportive of this position.  There is no clear reason why any 
equipment on board aircraft to provide a GSM service should be exempt from the 
licensing regulations that governs the global mobile industry. 
 
 
 
Question 4: 
If licensing for use of the equipment on board aircraft is required, who should hold the 
licence? 
 
Answer 4: 
Assuming that licensing of on board equipment is appropriate, which Orange believes it 
is, Ofcom proposes three relevant persons to hold the licence: 

 Captain of the aircraft; 
 Aircraft owner or operator, or 
 Third party operator or installer of equipment 

                                                 
2 §2.11 
3 §3.1 
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Orange supports Ofcom’s view that the captains ability to ensure the safe operation of 
the equipment on each flight is limited and therefore we do not believe that the captain, 
option 1, would be the relevant person to hold the licence. 
 
Orange does not support the third party operator or installer of equipment, option 3, as 
being the relevant person to hold the licence for the reasons detailed in the Ofcom 
discussion document. 
 
Overall, Orange supports Ofcom’s proposal, option 2, that the aircraft owner or aircraft 
operator is the relevant person to hold the licence as he is already responsible for on 
board safety.  However, for clarity, Orange confirms that the licence for the equipment is 
entirely distinct from the licence, or commercial agreement, to access the required 
spectrum.  The 1800 MHz GSM spectrum rights of use is exclusively granted to the land 
mobile operators.  
 
 
 
Question 5 
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: 
The current system to implement GSM on aircraft proposes the use of a Network Control 
Unit (NCU) on board plane which would block all communication between handsets on 
the aircraft and base stations on the ground.  This is viewed as ‘jamming’ and section 13 
of the Wireless Telegraphy Act 1949 makes it a criminal offence for a person to use 
apparatus for the purpose of interfering with wireless telegraphy.  Orange is strongly of 
the view that equipment on board the aircraft should not be able to interfere with the 
terrestrial GSM signal, particularly as the plane is landing and taking off and to this end, 
Orange is supportive of the proposal to switch off all equipment at 3000m above the 
ground. 
 
The providers of the mobile services on board aircraft can only be viewed as mobile 
operators and to this end, they should carry all the same responsibilities, where 
appropriate (for example, emergency call obligations are not appropriate), that a 
terrestrial operator carries.  The current GSM operators have established a customer 
expectation as to the reliability and availability of services, partly as a result of licensing 
conditions.  It is therefore appropriate that all mobile operators carry the same General 
Conditions of Entitlement (Communications Act 2003) and obligations under both the 
R&TTE and EMC Directives. 
 
 
 
Question 6: 
Do you have any comments in relation to competition in the provision of these services? 
 
Answer 6: 
Ofcom presumes that the airspace in the aircraft cabin would act as a virtual country 
(and Ofcom states that UK-registered aircraft can be assumed to be UK territory for 
spectrum management purposes wherever they are in the world) and that billing would 
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therefore be through the subscribers terrestrial GSM service provider roaming 
agreement.  One possible business model could allow revenue sharing, as a commercial 
agreement, between the GSM on-board provider, backhaul provider, airline and 
customers home operator as appropriate.  However, there are other business models 
and it is 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. 
 
 
 
 
Question 7: 
Should international mobile network codes be allocated to these on-board mobile 
systems rather or national codes? 
 
Answer 7: 
Ofcom is responsible for preparing and administering the overall UK numbering plan, 
comprising numbers, number series and addresses to be used in connection with the 
provision of electronic communications networks or services.  This element of any 
telecommunications network is essential to enable the roaming of mobile terminals from 
one network to another. 
 
The systems proposed for use on board aircraft envisage customers roaming onto the 
service offered on-board, a process similar to their registering with an operator when 
visiting a foreign country.  Under these circumstances the customers and people calling 
them would see no change to their normal handset number; but the onboard operator 
will need to have a mobile network code (MNC) number to allow for registration and call 
direction to take place. 
 
Orange would expect that, as for maritime roaming, a Mobile Country Code (MCC) 
would be set up to be unique for aviation (MCP already has a unique one for ships).  As 
proposed in the document, Orange would then expect a set of Mobile Network Codes 
(MNC) to be set for the operators, whoever they happen to be.   
 
Orange does not believe there should be any need for UK number ranges as this is 
purely a roaming agreement between operators. 
 
 
 
Question 8: 
Has this discussion paper highlighted the key issues, discussion points and posed the 
right questions? 
 
Answer 8: 
Orange is supportive of the development of a European Framework to provide mobile 
services on aircraft and views the proposed service as a valuable extension of a mobile 
service to customers with many opportunities for all market players.  However, Orange 
urges caution with respect to the development of the services without full consideration 
of the impact on both the use and regulation of spectrum, particularly that GSM at 
1800MHz.  Disappointingly, there is no extended discussion of 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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Orange encourages Ofcom to publish formal discussion documents on all contentious 
issues well in advance of European frameworks being finalised enabling the industry to 
fully input in the end solution.  However, Orange notes that the discussion document 
does not raise any specific questions on the possible occurrence and resolution of 
interference with terrestrial networks.  Draft WGSE studies suggest that interference 
concerns are by no means fully resolved.  Full consultation with UK terrestrial operators 
with regard to interference likelihood and mitigation should therefore be undertaken 
before enabling of GSM1800 on aircraft in UK airspace.   
 
An agreed procedure between countries is also required as an occurrence in the UK 
would likely impact a UK terrestrial operators when an aircraft registered in another 
country is flying (including take-off and landing).  It may be appropriate to request the 
immediate cessation of operation to the licence holder (or aircraft operator) without 
referring to the country of registration.  The current ECC framework needs to be clarified 
in that regard. 
 
It is also not clear how any on-board operator will ascertain that that all phones are 
switched off when the plane reaches 3000m above ground.  
 
Further study in RA WGSE should consider future compatibility with UMTS 900 and 
UMTS 1800 terrestrial networks.  Consideration of backhaul should also be carried out 
(ie should the proposed GSM systems share the same air to ground link in place for 
navigation purposes?) 
 
 
 
 
 

______________________________ 
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