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The Real Reason Cell Phone Use Is
Banned on Airlines

By Jeremy Hsu published December 21, 2009
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Air France recently became the first airline in the world to offer in-flight cell phone service on international
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Airline passengers who sneak in cell phone calls, play with gaming devices
or listen to their mp3 players during takeoff or landing probably won't
cause a plane crash, but they may risk a confrontation with flight
attendants. Federal agencies and airlines typically err on the side of caution
— even though researchers and aircraft companies have found almost no
direct evidence of cell phones or other electronic devices interfering with

aircraft systems.
Advertisement
Frequent flyers know the familiar drill of only using certain electronic

devices at cruising altitudes. The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
asked the RTCA, an independent industry standards organization, to study
the issue of electronic devices on airplanes in 1992. The RTCA found no
interference and eventually recommended allowing the use of laptops,
gaming devices and music players. Still, it suggested the precaution of
banning the use of any and all devices during the critical takeoff and
landing phases.

Boeing also investigated several cases in the 1990s where aircraft crews
reported that laptop computers or gaming devices caused autopilot
disconnects, uncommanded airplane rolls or instrument display
malfunctions. The aircraft manufacturer was never able to replicate the
reported anomalies in lab tests.
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But the FCC divided the spectrum into different chunks for different uses,
and so a cell phone call should not interfere with the bands reserved for
aircraft communications or GPS navigation systems.

Wireless problems stay grounded

It turns out that the ban on wireless devices has a lot more to do with
possible interference for ground networks, rather than any danger posed
to aircraft systems. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
banned in-flight use of most cell phones and wireless devices in 1991, citing
the reason of ground network interference. FAA regulations uphold the FCC
decision. But some airlines allow passengers to use cell phones in "airplane
mode," which shuts off phone transmissions.

The FCC briefly considered lifting the in-flight ban on wireless devices, but
eventually decided in 2007 to keep the current rules in place because there
wasn't enough evidence to show whether in-flight wireless devices would
cause harmful interference with ground networks. There also wasn't
evidence demonstrating that the devices do cause interference, but the
federal agency decided to play it safe. An RTCA report commissioned by the
FAA in 2006 also cited a lack of evidence, and recommended keeping the
current rules on electronic devices.
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All the regulations in the world still haven't prevented airline passengers
from casually whipping out the cell phone every now and then. About one
to four cell phone calls were made during every commercial flight,
according to a 2006 study from Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh.

Funnily enough, the FAA even had to advise aircraft crewmembers to turn
off their cell phones during takeoff and landing, after an incident in early
2009. In that case, a first officer's ringtone proved potentially distracting
during takeoff — but as the crew pointed out, their General Operations
Manual did not prohibit them from keeping their cell phones on.
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services use a dedicated chunk of the electromagnetic spectrum reserved
for air-to-ground communication.

Cell phone use remains out of the question during flights, and ditto for
Internet voice applications such as Skype. But passengers can at least
comfort themselves by knowing that their flight won't include anyone
yammering loudly on a personal call. As the FAA notes, a majority of
travelers probably prefer the silence.
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New York to Los Angeles in 3 hours? Executive order could make it
possible by 2027, reopening the door for commercial supersonic flight
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How Al companions are changing teenagers' behavior in surprising and
sinister ways

Your devices feed Al assistants and harvest personal data even if they're
asleep. Here's how to know what you're sharing.
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What goes up must come down: How megaconstellations like SpaceX's
Starlink network pose a grave safety threat to us on Earth

Scientists find new way of spotting invisible 'plasma bubbles' lurking in
Earth's upper atmosphere
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Google has turned 2 billion smartphones into a global earthquake
warning system — it's as effective as seismometers, tests show
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Japan sets new internet speed record — it's 4 million times faster than
average US broadband speeds

Your data is being compromised much quicker than ever before, but you
don't have to sit still and take it
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New 'super laser' amplifier could make the internet 10 times faster
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SpaceX's Starlink satellite constellation 'under threat' by Russia and
China

New 'microcomb’ chip brings us closer to super accurate, fingertip-sized
atomic clocks
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'Minibrains' reveal secrets of how key brain cells form in the womb
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Mysterious 300,000-year-old Greek cave skull was neither human nor
Neanderthal, study finds

James Webb telescope pinpoints brightest FRB ever detected
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'We never had concrete proof': Archaeologists discover Christian cross in
Abu Dhabi, proving 1,400-year-old site was a monastery
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If '‘pregnancy robots' were real, would you use one?

Forecasters predict La Nifia conditions this fall: What to expect

IPR2025-00782 Exhibit 2019 Page 15 of 16



Live Science is part of Future US Inc, an international media group and leading digital publisher. Visit our corporate site.

About Us Contact Future's experts Terms and conditions

Privacy policy Cookies policy Accessibility Statement

Advertise with us Web notifications Careers

Editorial standards How to pitch a story to us Do not sell or share my personal information

© Future US, Inc. Full 7th Floor, 130 West 42nd Street, New York, NY 10036.

IPR2025-00782 Exhibit 2019 Page 16 of 16



