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Roaming Is More Than A Sideline
Last year roaming revenues accounted for more than $12 Billion world-wide. Many commentators cite roaming as one of the key reasons for the success of GSM. Indeed for some operators in smaller, holiday or business destinations such as the Seychelles or Mauritius, roaming can form a higher percentage of revenue than domestic use. Many such operators notice a surge in revenue whenever a cruise ship comes into port.

The Most Profitable Customer
Most network revenue is generated by a relatively small percentage of the user base. This group of users tends to use communications mainly for business. They are technically demanding and have high expectations of quality and reliability. They are also less price sensitive than most users. Often the bill is settled by their company rather than in person.

These users roam on a regular basis. They are unlikely to remain for long with a service that does not give them a full roaming service. Its importance should not, therefore, be judged by revenue alone. It is a key service that many of an operator’s more demanding and more profitable customers will expect. If it is not available they are likely to churn to a service that does offer it.

The Business Roamer’s Experience Today
Most businessmen today, at least in Europe, now take for granted that they can make calls from anywhere. They also expect to be reachable at any time. However when they need to use data services, such as picking up E Mail, they default to fixed wire alternatives. That means fiddling with the phone connections in the hotel room; the subject of many a businessman’s story.

According to ARC, by 2005 there will be some 810 Million GPRS users world wide. GPRS users will quickly get used to the idea of using the mobile network for picking up E Mails and so on when they are at home. Pretty soon they will expect to use the same service whilst they are roaming. As UMTS rolls out, the more demanding (and more profitable) users will almost certainly migrate to use its enhanced bandwidth and functionality.

Tap 3 Roaming Standard

The GSM Association implemented TAP 3 in June this year. TAP 3 has added further subsets of files to the existing GSM TAP files. These allow transfer of IP driven data records such as quality of service, incoming and outgoing data volume and value added services. Essentially there are now multiple subsets of the TAP file. GSM data is just one of these subsets. TAP 3 therefore supports roaming for GPRS based services.

UMTS
Unlike GPRS, UMTS is not a GSM network based technology. It offers a concept known as the “virtual home environment” (VHE). Many expect that the VHE concept will, by its very nature, mean that the visited network will merely provide access to the subscriber’s home network for value added services.

However visited networks will also be keen to add value. They may not sign up to roaming agreements if they cannot derive value from content and services. Home networks will also not be able to provide localised services. They will find it difficult to arrange for a pizza delivery or to give the location of post offices or nightclubs. 

To support this, there will therefore have to be a way of transferring local VAS billing information back to the home billing system. The GSM Association has already said that TAP will be enhanced to support UMTS Phase 1. It is essential that GSM, GPRS and UMTS share the same file transfer protocol.

An Imperfect World
Today with 2G services we have a simple world. Roamers essentially are using the same services and the same technology as they move from network to network. 

As 2.5G and 3G services are rolled out this situation will change. Cross border roamers will expect to roam on different types of network. If GPRS or UMTS services are available they will expect to be able to use them. Cross border roaming is therefore likely to be multiple technology. For this reason it makes every sense that the same standard of file transfer protocol should be used.

This cross technology roaming depends on the availability of suitable multi band handsets. This is a challenge that the new technology will need to overcome. It will be a challenge even for subscribers within one country. Many models for 3G services expect that 3G will cover the denser population areas whilst 2.5 G services look after the more sparsely populated areas. If operators are not going to ask subscribers to carry two or more handsets, multi band units will be essential.

Supporting The Standard
TAP 3 is already the official standard for GSM roaming file transfer. However some operators are dealing with this by simply converting existing information into TAP 3 format. This can be very simply done.

However it is not a solution for anything but the very short term. Customer care and billing systems must be able to properly generate and accept TAP 3 records. That means dealing with multiple services. If operators go for an adjunct solution for 2.5 G or 3 G services this might be difficult to cope with.

It is also worth noting that roaming partners may well start generating business for value added 2.5 G or 3 G services before an operator rolls out his own network. This means that it makes sense to be in a position to bill for these services even if an operator has yet to roll out his own network. 
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