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SURAJEET DAS GUPTA
NewDelhi, 25 June

Bynext year,mobile smartphoneusers
in India could access anew technology
thatwouldallow themto stay con-
nected even inareaswithweakorno
terrestrial network coverage—without
changing their existingdevices.
This innovation is enabledby

direct-to-device ordirect-to-cell (D2D)
services,where the smartphonegets
connected through satellites, allowing
users tomake calls, send texts, or use
data in remote areas.
Thefirst to announce its plans to

offer this service in India isVodafone
IdeaLtd (VIL).Despite ongoingfinan-
cial challenges, last fortnight,VIL
announcedapartnershipwithTexas-
headquarteredASTSpaceMobile to
provideD2Dconnectivity inunder-
servedand remoteparts of India
where terrestrial networks arepatchy
ornonexistent.
ASTSpaceMobile,whichhas stra-

tegic investments fromglobal giants
likeAT&T,Verizon,Rakuten,Vodafone
Plc (a stakeholder inVIL),Google, and
others, plans to launchover 243 low-
Earthorbit (LEO) satellites. It currently
has six inorbit. The companyhas
already tiedupwithover 50mobile
networkoperators across theUS,
Africa, Europe,Australia—andnow
India—that collectively cover a cus-
tomerbaseof around3billionpeople
whooftenmove inandout of terrestrial
network zones.
D2Daims to complement terrestrial

services byoffering seamless connec-
tivity. In its investor presentation,AST
SpaceMobile projected that the global
market forD2Dservices could exceed
$100billion in thenextdecade.
However, the competition in this

space is heatingup.Heavyweights in
the satellite broadbandmarkethave
entered the fray—includingElon
Musk’s Starlink,which recently
securedaGlobalMobile PersonalCom-
municationbySatellite licence from
the Indiangovernment.Others include
Globalstar-Apple Inc,Amazon’sKuiper
(whichhas applied for an Indian
licence), LynkGlobal, and Iridium.
While Iridiumcurrently supports only
Iridium-specificphones, it is exploring
D2Dservices for regular smartphones.
Starlink,withover 7,800LEOsatel-

lites inorbit, alreadyhasmore than
600 satellites equippedwith trans-
pondersdesigned forD2D functional-
ity. Thatnumber is expected to growas
Starlink expands its constellation.The
company is currently testing thewaters
througha tie-upwithUS telecom
giantT-Mobilewith abeta versionof
D2D; a commercial launch is antici-
pated soon.
Sources familiarwith thedevelop-

ments sayStarlink is also indis-
cussionswith its Indiandistribution
andmarketingpartners—Reliance Jio
andBhartiAirtel— to take their collab-
orationbeyond just selling Starlink sat-
ellite broadbandpackages. These
services are expected tobe launched in
India soon.
Analysts say that Jio andAirtel

could leverage their spectrumto
partnerwithStarlink andprovide
D2Dservices to their extensive sub-
scriber base, sharing the revenues in
theprocess.
Globalstar,whichprovides satellite

connectivity forApple iPhones (iPhone
14 andnewer),mostly for emergency
SOSand text services,mayalsobring

this feature to India.Analysts believe
thiswould caterwell to the country’s
estimated 50million iPhoneusers.

Goingdirect
There are twokeyadvantages ofD2D
over traditional satellite phone ser-
vices. First, users canaccess the service
through their existing4Gand5G
smartphones, avoiding theneed to
purchase expensive satellite phones.
Second, telecomcompanies can
deliver the serviceusing their existing
spectrumbands—suchas 2100MHz,
commonlyused for terrestrial net-
works—eliminating theneed fornew
spectrumpurchases.
But is there a sizablemarket forD2D

services in India?
Whilemobile coveragecurrently

reaches99per centof thepopulation,
onlyabout 50-60per centof India’s
geographical area is covered.This
leavesvast regions—especially in
mountains, forests, anddeserts—with-
outnetworkaccess.Travellers, logistics
operators, and residents in theseareas
couldbenefit fromD2Dconnectivity.
Additionally, even inmetrocities,
many“deadzones” suffer fromcall
dropsandpoor signal strength,
representinganother significantuse
case forD2D.
Asenior executiveat a telecomcom-

panyplanning to launchD2Dservices
said: “Weestimate that around5per
centof smartphoneuserswill subscribe
to the serviceonce it stabilises, and it
couldcontribute 10–15per cent to the
overall revenuesof telcos.”Headded
that itwouldbepositionedasapre-
miumoffering—much like interna-
tional roaming—withahigher
price tag.
TheD2D landscapecould shift dra-

matically if the Indiangovernment
allocates theL-band (1–2GHz)andS-
band (2–4GHz) spectrumtosatellite
operators.TheTelecomRegulatory
Authorityof India (Trai)has recom-
mendedadministrativeallocation for
thesebands.With their longerwave-
lengths, thesebandscanpenetrate
obstacles like clouds, rain, anddense
forests, offeringbetter signalquality.
However, smartphoneswould
need tobe redesigned to support
these frequencies.
“While this canbeexpensive

initially, asonehas to switch toanew

Direct-to-device services look to redefinemobile
connectivity by linking phones straight to satellites
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