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Monaco Telecom wins deal with OnAir

Mobile phones on aircraft to be launched commercially in February 2007 - subject to regulation.
Geneva-based OnAir announced on Thursday that Monaco Telecom will be the third and final major supplier for its project to bring mobile phones to aircrafts. 


Monaco Telecom will supply and operate ground components of the OnAir Network with any calls transiting through the operator's ground network. The mobile operator will also assist in providing roaming agreements. 

No financial details were disclosed.

OnAir - the joint venture between SITA and Airbus - is gearing up to launch the GSM and GPRS mobile services in February 2007.  The company already offers email and Web messaging services to customers on Spanish airline Iberia.

Recent research from OnAir shows that 97% of business travellers would use a BlackBerry-type device if the service were available during a flight.

The latest announcement is the "third major piece of the jigsaw puzzle", George Cooper, CEO of OnAir, told Total Telecom.

Airbus – in conjunction with Siemens - will provide the airborne system, following a contract signed in July 2005.

Siemens will also supply network infrastructure through its contract with Monaco Telecom, as well as providing picocells for Airbus. Inmarsat will provide satellite connectivity. 

Cooper said OnAir selected Monaco Telecom because it had the necessary equipment but is also a small player "with a focus that we might not have had with a big operator", he said. They also have the necessary spare capacity and have set up networks in Kosovo and Afghanistan, therefore displaying a "proven flexibility in taking on the unusual".

The project is now in the pre-operation phase. The first aircraft will fly commercially with AirFrance in February. Agreements have also been signed with U.K. airline operator bmi and TAP Portugal.

However, the regulatory process is still ongoing. CEPT – backed by 45 countries - is due to make its recommendations to national regulators in the fourth quarter of this year. Cooper said it is 
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then up to the national regulator to grant authorisation to allow GSM services on aircrafts.

There is a theoretical chance that the regulators might not grant access, admitted Cooper. However, "expensive work has been carried out with regulators involved in the operating bodies," he added.

The U.S. regulator recently auctioned off radio spectrum allowing telcos to operate wireless Internet and mobile services for air travel. AC BidCo, a private equity firm, and JetBlue won the bid. 

Unlike in the U.S., additional spectrum is not required as the spectrum is sealed in the aircraft. This is because the mobile signal is directed via the satellite and not directly to the aircraft. Inmarsat has its own spectrum, said Cooper.

The issue of mobile phone usage on aircrafts continues to create controversy. From a safety perspective, some researchers claim that mobile phones interfere with Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) systems. 

Cooper pointed out that a global aircraft manufacturer such as Airbus would not be integrating the technology into its aircrafts if it jeopardised the navigation system or the aircraft's operations in any way.

He added that mobile phones will not interfere with ground mobile networks either because the base station cable is fitted in the aircraft ceiling. This means that the power needed to connect mobile phones to the base station is very low, in comparison to normal connectivity.

"Even if all the phones onboard are switched on, they will not be able to connect to the overflow on the ground," he said.

A further issue to be considered is passenger comfort: Do travellers see mobile technology as good news or a "grit your teeth" experience?

Everyone wants to use the technology, but no one wants to have to listen to their neighbour's conversations, said Cooper.

He added that OnAir is currently doing research, "working with the industry to bring out suggested guidelines … on ways to deal with it and acceptable methods of use."

At present, the technology allows airlines to turn off voice capabilities at any point during the flight, but allowing text messaging and data.

However, it is most probable that different airlines will adopt different rules, depending on 
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national mobile phone customs. Cooper added that Italian operators are more likely to be a lot more lenient than Scandinavian operators, for example.

Meanwhile it was reported on Thursday that Boeing is considering selling or shutting down its Connexion unit, which supplies inflight Internet access technology.
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