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Mobile phanes on planes

Would you fly in chattering class?

Theuse of mobile phones on planes moves another step closer

IKEitorno, he prospectof being bl fo

use mobile phones on aeroplanes is
inching ever closer. Las: week Ryanar, a
Huropean low-cost carrier, annourced
hatitwould equip s entire feetcf Boeing
7375 with small base sations, caled fico-
ells, provided by Onai, 2 technology
company backed by Aitbus, Furope’s avia-
tion giant The picocells will use satelite
links o allow mobile phones to be used
during flight without interfering with
pround-based networks. (Such interfer-
ence, rather than safety concerrs, is the
primary reason that in-fight use of mobile
phonesisbanredaithe moment. Takinga
cutol the esulting revenues will help Rya-
nair o keep it ikt prices cow, aceord:
ingto Michael O'Leary, he firm’s boss.

ut it is uncertain just kow popular,
and hence how lucatie, in-lght calling
“will be. The technical obstaces have been
overcome and regulatory approval is ex-
pected soon—atleastin Europe. Regulators
are expecied tissue guidelines in the next
few weeks defningwhich frequenciescan
be used and natioral aviation authoritics
will stat certifying airines' installations
carly next year. OnAir says it expectsits
echnology to be approved in trme for Air
France o launch in-aircallingon an Abus
A318in the irs: quarter o 2007.

Mobile phones must il surmount so-
cal abstarles, however. Will people flock
o aiines that offer inflignt calling. or
avoid them? And how muchwillallers be
Sropanid G iy OHA, (5 fivel Aot

Mobile and other firms have conducted a
Seriesof surveysin an atiempt o find out.
‘According o the ltestsurvay, relcased
by OnAir this week, 50% of airine passea-
gers approve of the idea of being able (o
use telephones on aircraft even if they do
not plan to do sothemselves. Indeed, only
5a% of business travellers and 4% of I
sure travellers said they would switch
their phoneson duringa flght. Onereason
is cost George Cooper,the boss of OnAir,
says that at prices above $) per minutc,
“demand drops off consicerably”, accord
1ng0 the fms research. He expects 3250
per minute 0 be the norm when services
based on his firm's fechnology are
Launched by Air France, Ryansir. b and
‘7P Portuga. But OnAir will then cut ts
prices by 10% ayear forfiv years, hasas.
Previous surveys have painted a less
10sy picture One survey of young mobile-
‘phone users, carried out st year by 10G
and sws.ac, a mobile portal, found that
6% of young people favoured in-light
texting andonly 1% ikedthe idea of mak:
ing calls. And 823 of respondents agreed
with the statement ‘I don't want people
talkingon their phones during lighis."
‘Ancther more rigorous survey, carried
out in America for the Associaton of
Flight Attendants-Cwa, a fight atten-
dants’ union, found that 63% of those
polled thought the ban on infight calling
should be maintained. Concern over
noisy passengers shouing into_their
phones, cited by68%of people toppedthe
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list of objections; nly 3% worried that the
useof phones might somehow help trro-
sists. (The AzA-GWA's objection 1o in-
flightcallng seems o b thatit will make it
harder forflightattendants to keep order)

And when America's telocons regula
tor, the Federal Communications Com-
mission, requested public comments on
inlight calling, it received thousands of
moslly negaiive responses, “Please 1.
No." read one response. I objecito this in
the srongest rerms. L can't believe you are
even considering it America’s aifines
seem to share this lack of enthusiasm for
the idea. Both United and Delta say their
customers donot wantit

But infight calling is coming o Asia
AcroMobile,a joint venture betyween Tele
nor, a Norwegian mobile opemtor, and
arie, a tecknology firm, says it plans to
launch in-air services with Qantas and a
second, unnamed Asian airine. “We'ro x
Ploiting the fact that any fights over th
ocean donotequire regulatwry approval,
saysPeter Tuggey of AcroMabile.

So the availabiity of inlight commu-
nications seems kel [0 vary widels. OF
fering such a service, or not offering it.
could enable aifnes to differentite them:
selves on particular routes. They could
also impose quiet periods or mobilefree
cabins. On longhaul flghts, texting and
Wi access might prove more attractive
than voice-calling. provided the price is
right-though Boeing recently axed Con-
nexion, i impressive but lile used satel-
lite-based in-fightbroadband service.

In flght calling may in fact prove best
suite o short-haul, low-costflights. After
al, people choose Ryanair and otfer low-
cost carrers because of their low prices—
not because they enjoy the fligat. 5o the
prospectof other pussengersshoutinginta
heizphanes may ot put peopleoff. Quite
the oppositein fart,if it can hely to subsi-
diselowticket prices. &





