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Airlines Face E-Mail Dilemma

Continued From Page D1
Web-based -news and sports, watch pro-
gramming loaded onto Connexion’s on-
board server, and even view live video
programming (on your PC) via a sateHite-
based link. Basically, it turns the plane
into an Internet cafe with very crowded
seating—a Starbucks with weaker coffee.

Connexion will cost $9.95 for 30 minutes
or $29.95 for an entire flight, whichisbyno
means cheap. But the big hurdie is the cost
to airlines. Carriers have 1o spend several
hundred thousand doliars per plane, and
maybe as much as $500,000. Boeing won't
say how much, buf whatever it is, if you
have 770 planes like American Airlines, it
adds up to a huge expenditure,

For now, cash-strapped U.S. carriers
are taking a wait-and-see stance. Both
American and Delta Air Lines were early
investors in Connexion but pulled out af-
ter the 2001 attacks. Today, neither says
it’s close to committing.

After all, airlines invested in in-flight
telephones, only to find that the cell-
phone explosion, not to mention the high
cost and scratchy quality of the airplane
" phones, rendered them unappealing.

“It’s easy to make a costly error in this -

arena,” says James Beer, chief financial
officer at AMR Corp., American’s par-
ent.

Mr. Beer and other airline executives,
many of them casting about for a competi-
tive response to the in-flight satellite TV
now offered on some discount airlines,
say they want to provide service that cus-
tomers want and are willing to pay for.

They’re not yet sure what that is, but it
seems pretty clear that the market has al-
ready spoken. On the ground, people will
pay for high-speed Internet access. Con-
sumers want that in the air, too. Continen-
tal Airlines has heard that in its passenger
surveys. The Tenzing e-mail service is get-
ting some use, says Kent Craver, manager
of onboard product marketing at Continen-

tal. However, “most of our customers
would rather have an Internet connection —
that’s the feedback we get.”

Boeing, which says it has proposals
out to 14 different airlines, points out
that its full Internet access helps blunt
the differences with planes offering satel-
lite television. Servers aboard airplanes
can spew programiming such as movies
and the History Channel, which, Boeing
likes to point out, doesn’t really need to

- be live. Add in other benefits of the Inter-

net, and you might have something pas-
sengers would be willing to pay for.
What’s more, because international
carriers are the first adopters, Boeing has
already lined up satellite coverage for its
service across the Atlantic and will have
coverage over the Pacific, South America
and Africa by next year or the year after.
For its part, Tenzing says it will wlti-
mately be able to offer broadband ac-
cess.“This is the first step in a long road
of technology moving from ground into
the air,” says Continental’s Mr. Craver.
The company that chooses the wrong

technology could end up with airplane

cabins far less appealing to business trav-
elers. The problem is that to offer robust
service, a company has to invest. Lots of
airlines are doing just that: Lufthansa
and Singapore, among others, have com-
mitted to broadband Internet access. To
keep up with competitors, U.S. airlines
are going to have to bite the bullet, or
risk losing high-doilar business travelers.

The technology is now ripening, and
although U.S. carriers aren’t yet ready to
pick the fruit, they’ll soon have to.

Joumnai Link: Have a question

for Scott about air travel or the

airline industry? Write to him at
middleseal@wsj.com. WSJ.com subscrib-
ers can read answers o select gquestions
tn Middle Seat Mailbox, Tuesdays at
WSJ.com/Journallinks.



