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Excerpted from article “TWO TAKES” 
U.S. NEWS WEEKLY  | AUGUST 14, 2009 

Should In-Flight Cell phone Use Be Banned by Law?  
A bill in Congress would bar in-flight cell phone use, declaring it a danger and a nuisance. But critics 
point to Europe, where some airlines allow phones, and argue that what works over there will work 
over here. Should in-air cell phone use be prohibited aboard American carriers?  
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“NO. On a recent flight, most likely there was a moment when you wished that you could 

immediately reach a person on the ground or that they could reach you. If you fly on one of the 
20equipped carriers around the world, this is no longer a problem. Many Americans flying on these 
thousands of overseas flights are surprised and pleased at how the service is treated as routine by 
passengers and cabin crews.  
 

As the United States stands still, the rest of the world is rapidly gaining access to full in-flight 
connectivity. In fact, by the end of this year, nearly 14 million airline passengers will have flown on 
some 100,000 flights to more than 50 nations and nearly 300 cities, during which they had the 
opportunity to receive or make a call with their own cell phone.  
 

Despite predictions that in-flight cell phone usage would lead 
to Armageddon, the global rollout has been just the opposite.  
 

In 20 months of global usage, there has not been one reported incident or problem. In fact, 93 
percent of passengers who flew on an in-flight communication-equipped aircraft want all jets so 
equipped. So why not U.S. carriers? Backers of a proposed congressional ban claim that, unlike their 
international counterparts, Americans can’t handle the use of cell phones on domestic flights.   
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There are a number of reasons why call cacophony is not happening elsewhere: First, passengers 
pay international roaming rates, typically around $5 per minute. This has proven to be an effective 
form of self-discipline. Data from actual use overseas show that the average call duration is under two 
minutes. Second, usage is restricted to six lines at any one moment once the aircraft reaches cruising 
altitude—a function of available satellite bandwidth. In fact, the available data also demonstrate that 
all six lines are rarely in simultaneous use.  
 
Additionally, air carriers have developed effective procedures, such as turning the service off on 
overnight flights that ensure that in-flight communication does not disturb others. The service is not 
operational during safety instructions, takeoff, and landings; thus, not competing with the crew’s 
instructions. Passengers recognize that calls before takeoff are not their last opportunity until landing 
because they know service returns at cruising altitude, so the cabin’s communications are not frantic.  
 

Finally, it has been obvious to passengers that a plane seat is not a private phone booth, and they 
exercise self-censorship. These factors, plus the cabin’s ambient noise, even prompted Great Britain-
based travel journalist Charles Starmer-Smith, reporting recently in the London Daily Telegraph, to 
find that on equipped flights, “voices do not travel as far as many feared and, indeed, were hard to 
hear above the background noise in the cabin.”  
 

Another myth that must be dispelled is that the service presents a safety hazard. This is simply not 
the case. The issue of interference with onboard avionics and ground communication systems has 
been put to rest. This in-flight communication is provided by using dedicated satellite infrastructure 
that delivers clear and secure communications through partnerships with airframe manufacturers, air 
carriers, and the communication industry. This service enables voice, texting, Internet, and gaming 
and permits passengers to remain linked to family and coworkers throughout their air transit 
experience, offering a whole new level of convenience and accessibility.  
 

Before securing approval for use in overseas markets, the technology was put through rigorous 
evaluations by the foreign equivalents of our Federal Aviation Administration and Federal 
Communications Commission, which certified the technology as safe. In any event, our FCC and FAA 
experts will fully evaluate all the pros and cons of the service before deployment in the United States, 
should they have the opportunity.  
 

Another troubling aspect of the pro-posed ban is that it uses a sledge hammer to kill an insect. There 
are other ways to deal with the isolated rude passenger. Meanwhile, bans should be reserved for 
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things that truly are a health and safety risk, like smoking. If one asks passengers about genuine 
nuisances, the list includes a crying baby, an overweight person, even body odors. If Congress is 
serious about using its most powerful policy weapon to ban a nuisance and legislate manners, new 
parents, folks who could stand to lose a few pounds, and those who don’t wash may soon need to 
seek alternative ways to travel.  
 

Lastly, the proposed ban is just bad public policy. It would pick marketplace winners and losers and 
decide which communications technologies can be used and which cannot—decisions better made 
by consumers. The ban would ensure that the older seat-back phones are the only option for voice 
communications on flights. At the same time, it would attempt to ban new satellite-based 
infrastructure and Voice Over Internet Protocol, or VOIP, in flight. Now that WiFi is available on many 
U.S. flights, anyone with a laptop can make a phone call. Short of banning laptops out-right or asking 
flight crews to become the laptop police, this approach is not feasible.  
 

The proposed ban is based upon the in-correct assumption that everyone else on the planet is just 
more polite than we are and that American flight crews cannot maintain cabin decorum as their 
foreign counterparts have done and continue to do every day. As with all technology advances, 
Americans can and will rapidly learn to make the necessary etiquette adjustments.  
 

Having more options for communication adds enjoyment and productivity to our lives, and this service 
can be safely ex-tended to our time at 30,000 feet. America is ready to join the rest of the world when 
it comes to in-flight communication connectivity.” 


