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Overview of activities inside Europe on the use of 

GSM equipment onboard aircrafts

Introduction
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At present several studies are in preparation to study the technical and regulatory conditions to allow the use of GSM equipment on board of aircrafts. The schematic description of the concept as presented by SITA (Societe Internationale Transport Aeronautiques) is given in figure 1. 

Fig.1
Functional Overview “GSM onboard aircraft” (Source: SITA presentation to WGRA, 
28.09.2004, Dublin)

Challenging areas

Before the use of GSM equipment onboard aircrafts could be allowed, several problem areas need detailed consideration:

1) The Airborne system (2) which includes the so called NCU (Network Control Unit) works like a GSM pico-cell inside the aircraft and connects the passenger handset with the terrestrial GSM network via the satellite link. Besides this function the NCU generates a noise-like signal to prevent any attempt of the GSM mobile to connect with the terrestrial GSM network. The intended emissions of a noise like signal could be defined as a 'jammer'. However, several parties called it an 'intelligent Jammer'. The legal interpretation of the function of the NCU needs special consideration.

2) The carrier  pre-selection feature in GSM potentially enables the passenger’s handset (1) or the NCU (2) to connect (i.e to interfere) to terrestrial networks. Such interference to terrestrial networks has to be prevented. Technical studies in the area of radio compatibility are needed and their respective conclusions will have a severe impact on the design of the GSM equipment onboard of aircrafts.

3) Unlike base stations of GSM networks, the airborne system (2) itself is a non- stationary device. That means that the licensing conditions for the airborne system (2) have to be defined. Legal implications, licensing issues and conditions of use need also clarification concerning the usage of GSM onboard aircraft equipment in the airspace.  

4) These challenging areas of concern are correlated in several aspects. However, it should be noted that a negative outcome on only one of these could prohibit the use of GSM equipment on aircrafts.

Overview of active groups 

At present several international Working Groups and Project Teams are studying the different problem areas: 

ETSI TSG GERAN

The 3GPP TSG GERAN WG 1 has discussed since meeting #22 (November 2004) matters about the compatibility among GSM equipment onboard aircrafts and terrestrial networks. Main discussion issues were: acceptable levels of interference to terrestrial networks, calculations on interference signals from GSM in aircrafts, interference considerations from onboard aircraft GSM systems and multiple aircraft and aircraft attenuation reference figures. A decision on levels to be used inside the plane and requirements about the attenuation of interferences caused outside the plane will be taken at the next GERAN meetings.

ETSI ERM

ETSI ERM has decided during their last meeting in March 2005 to establish an Ad-hoc Group dealing with GSM onboard aircraft, i.e. ERM TG25 ad-hoc group.

The main activities are, beside coordination with all other involved standardisation bodies:

a) Keeping track of the status of relevant activities, including SITA proposals

b) In the case the equipment is decided to be covered by the R&TTE directive, ETSI will be responsible for preparing a harmonized standard for the product

ETSI ERM TG25 / TG25 ad-hoc group

The German Aerospace Centre (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Luft- und Raumfahrt, DLR) presented the “Wireless cabin system” in the 11th meeting of TG 25 in May 2004. TG25 had the opinion that no further standardisation work was necessary. The topic “Cell phones in Flight” was also discussed during the 12th and 13th meeting in September 2004 and February 2005. The attending members decided not to do anything more than were already done. Members of the TG 25 will follow any news in this area.

However, ETSI ERM decided to establish a new ad-hoc group on GSM onboard aircraft under the roof of TG25 in March 2005. The output will be a report to TC-ERM, MSG and EP-RT in response to the OCG co-ordination request that provides data on the application and any standardisation requirement that should be under the auspices of ETSI.

CEPT ECC Working Group SE

The Working Group SE decided in its February 05 meeting to adopt a new Work Item "on the compatibility between GSM equipment onboard aircraft and terrestrial networks" This work item covers the problem area 2) as described above. The Project Team SE 7 was tasked to investigate the compatibility between GSM equipment (including the emissions from the NCU) used on board aircraft and terrestrial networks, including GSM900, GSM1800/1900, IMT-2000 bands and other relevant affected services. The proposed deadline to prepare an ECC Report is October 2005. 

CEPT ECC Working Group RA

WG RA started activities on the regulatory matters e.g. licensing procedures as described in 1) and 3) above.

During the 5th meeting of WGRA in Copenhagen SITA presented a draft ECC Decision to facilitate free circulation of GSM Base stations onboard aircraft in GSM1800 bands. Based on this document, Finland raised several questions, concerning the functionality of the NCU as a (selective) Jammer as well as legal issues (GSM licenses / national territory); several other countries supported these views.

WGRA decided to transfer the subject to project team RA 6; results will be presented to the next WGRA meeting, May 23rd –27th, 2005.

EC TCAM

During their 18th meeting of TCAM, 8th – 9th March 2005, it was decided to cover the following questions: a) does the noise raising element pose a problem under the R&TTE Directive and b) are these devices covered by the Directive.

Results will be available for the next meeting in July 2005; an ad-hoc meeting will be arranged before that date.

ICAO / EUROCAE

The immunity of aircraft avionics lies in the responsibility of ICAO and EUROCAE.

Further activities

Before any decision about the possible use of GSM equipment on board of aircrafts is made, a clear understanding of the responsibility of the different groups should be established. Furthermore, it is suggested to adopt appropriate mechanisms for the exchange of the necessary information among the active groups; therefore, GERAN is invited to make further suggestions on this matter.

Cc: 
Mr Christoph Wöste, Chairman  CEPT ECC Working Group SE

 
Mr John Larson, Chairman CEPT ECC Working Group RA

Mr Olly Wheaton, Chairman ETSI Technical Body  ERM
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