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Broadband for shipping?

DECK HEAD

The maritime industry is being dealt an increasing number of tempting options for fast data communications services on ships. But will any of the solutions work for you? 

PHOTO: of a VSAT terminal, get one from INVSAT if you don’t have one already 

BODY
At the recent Digital Ship conference on maritime security, software and communications, the possibility of using broadband communications, particularly V-SAT (Very Small Aperture Terminal) systems was a hot topic. 
Although it seemed that many delegates believed that the service is not yet satisfactory for shipping communications purposes, many had high hopes for V-SAT and other broadband communications systems in the future. 

 

Broadband communications uses Ku-band and C-band satellites, telecommunications satellites in geostationary orbit, which typically provide limited coverage - usually only in certain areas of the globe and generally not extending far beyond the coast. 
For these reasons, maritime broadband services have been primarily targeted towards cruise ships, and offshore work vessels, which operate within this limited coverage area. 



Broadband services enable internet access at fast speeds and have several other applications including voice, fax, television reception, video conferencing and telemedicine. 
Data transfer functions can be used to access weather information, satellite pictures, newspapers, distance learning programmes and repair and maintenance support. 

 



V-SAT services require fully stabilised antennas, i.e. antennas that can point at the satellite with extreme accuracy as the ship rocks, that are typically larger than that of other telecommunications services. For these reasons they tend to be more expensive than that required for other telecoms. 

 

Some delegates argued that one advantage of V-SAT technology has over other communications services is the freedom of choice that exists, with several V-SAT suppliers currently operating and competing for business, holding the additional advantage of competition leading to cheaper prices. 

 

Unlike Inmarsat, where each caller is individually charged, with a V-SAT system the ship operator pays a flat monthly fee for unlimited service. 
In his presentation to conference delegates, Lars Brodje of Lagumar Marine said that a V-SAT system typically costs approximately $US 4000 a month and argued that many shipping companies estimate that they spend $2500-$3000/month already, perhaps for unsatisfactory services.

 

The possibilities of extending the coverage area really comes down to economies of scale; the satellites were launched to cater for much more lucrative markets, such as television and terrestrial communications, and will only point their spot beams onto sea areas if enough shipping companies ask for the service. Mr Brodje suggested that there are a lot of satellites that can be used for V-SAT purposes and that demand from the market will steer this, effectively determining the coverage of V-SAT. 
Steve McCabe of Stratos commented that “the broadband technology and maritime V-SAT side of the business is a constantly moving technology field.” He claimed that the technology has come on in leaps and bounds and that the “market will open up to more users as costs are driven down.” 
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Telenor

http://www.telenor.com
 

Norwegian telecommunications group Telenor recently expanded its V-SAT services to include shipping, with the global availability of ‘Sealink’, its suite of digital high-speed communications solutions available on a leased basis to ships at sea at a fixed price. The service uses leased satellite time, i.e. ships purchase satellite time by the month rather than by the minute.

 

Sealink's ship-to-shore satellite services offer simultaneous multiple phone, fax and data access at speeds up to 2 Mbps. Sealink is a combination of two services, which have been around for some time: NORSAT Sealink service and the C-band services of Telenor's U.S. based business. 

 

Telenor takes responsibility for all aspects of the service, including equipment, space segment for C and Ku-band, gateway functions, installation, and operation and maintenance of each system. Terrestrial communications come through Telenor's earth stations in Europe and the US. 
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Invsat

http://www.invsat.com
 

Invsat Limited, the VSAT and systems integration subsidiary of Inmarsat Ventures, has recently extended its range of stabilised satellite terminals with the new 2800SE, one of a new generation of C-Band stabilised satellite terminals designed specifically for marine and oil and energy environments.

 

The terminals have no elevation limit (ie they can point to the satellite when the satellite is low in the sky and the ship is listing in the opposite direction) and are able to follow a satellite in all weather conditions or as the vessel travels the globe. 

 

The system design means that the antenna can rotate continuously and its system is supplemented by a circular scanning mode to ensure that the antenna is continuously locked-on to the satellite. The terminals have a small footprint radome fitted with two hatches to allow access at any antenna position. 
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KVH

http://www.kvh.com

 

KVH industries, based in Middletown, Rhode Island, recently introduced its TracNet 2.0, offering mobile broadband internet access to mariners at speeds reaching 400 kbps throughout North America, as far as 100 miles off the coast. Soon after, KVH introduced this service to Europe, with TracNet 2.0 providing two-way Internet access throughout Europe by combining broadband Internet-via- satellite downloads and a wireless return path.

 
The satellite system can only receive data, it cannot send it. However this means that it can be used for downloading web pages, but you need a different communication system to transmit information about which pages you want, such as GSM (cellular phones) or another satellite phone service (Inmarsat or Iridium) for this. The service can be used to receive digital video.
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MTN

http://www.mtnsat.com
 

Maritime Telecommunications Network, Inc. (MTN) provides voice, fax, data and internet communications to the cruise and offshore industries, and the U.S. Navy. 

 

MTN has used C-Band satellite communications for connectivity between ships and land-based telecommunications network since 1981, and now also provides internet access using its ShipNet (Satellite High-speed IP NETwork). MTN’s Digital Seas internet product provides turnkey Internet Cafes to cruise ships.

 

MTN have provided internet cafes, remote wireless internet capabilities and news services transmitted via satellite and the internet to organisations such as Holland America Line, Norwegian Cruise Line and SS Universe Explorer, a floating university administered by the Institute of Shipboard Education (ISE) and sponsored by the University of Pittsburgh and Mariser Marine. 
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Inmarsat

http://www.inmarsat.com
 

Last month Inmarsat released its new broadband satellite communications service, Regional BGAN, (Broadband Global Area Network), which will deliver a data service in up to 99 countries using 144kbit/s shared channels. Although this is currently a land-based service, BGAN will eventually be available for maritime purposes. 

 

The full BGAN service is due to be delivered via Inmarsat's next generation Inmarsat I-4 satellites starting in 2004. The satellites are being currently being built. Inmarsat claim that when operational these satellites will deliver data rates of up to 432kbit/s to over 86 per cent of the earth's surface. 

 



