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We need to keep the maritime high frequency radio communications network in good order, argues Neville Cresdee 
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On August 1st 2001, maritime high frequency radio communications operator Globe Wireless announced the end of its maritime telex system.

This Globe Wireless announcement is the death knell of truly global maritime telex services.  This will mean that the maritime world now knows the curtailment of morse code and high frequency radio telex, within the space of 2 years.  

The closure is justified because there is not enough telex traffic to sustain the service in commercial terms.  

HF telex working requires regular use, if human residual skills are to be maintained.  This applies to so called automatic systems, which still require some dexterity to use intelligently.  

Those vessels that have used HF telex, for the most part, have used the system to send routine weather and ship safety routing messages, rather than high volume traffic. There are other maritime HF telex services in the world but not on the scale of Globe Wireless.

Only three methods of  HF communication now exist within the marine fraternity.  That is Digital Selective Calling (DSC), Radio Telephony and HF e-mail (Packet systems).  All of them require human residual skills which must be regularly used and practiced if they are to remain effective.  

Because of the success of satellite radio telephony the present requirement for HF radio telephony services is also falling. 

I received practical proof of this whilst in the Mediterranean area for six months last year.  Now that Portisheadradio (GKT) has shut down, the only HF radio telephony station remaining in the Mediterranean area that responds to ‘practical’ English language is CyprusRadio.
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DSC is chaotic

DSC remains in a chaotic state, with first time ‘False Alerts’ still remaining in the realms of 95 perr cent and higher.  Fortunately there are several agencies fighting to make sense of the situation who have not given up on reclaiming DSC to a level of sanity.  

The commercial organization of Terresphere Inc., based in San Diego, CA, is doing a remarkable job with the combined resources of some 12 international agencies related to maritime safety.  It has devised a way of gathering DSC Alerts worldwide, on the Internet, through participating GMDSS stations and then sifting through them to discern useful and useless data.  

A typical DSC Distress Alert, worldwide, can have as many as 30 stations involved, with only one station being required to actively help.  The system looks very promising.  

It should also be remembered that DSC equipment operation still requires skill and intelligence if it is to be used correctly.  

Equipment manufacturers and maritime agency advisors repeatedly call for more automation of DSC functions to overcome current lack of manual skills. From decades of marine equipment usage I can verify that this is a wasted endeavour when dealing with HF communications.  Put simply, you have to know what you are doing and have a professional interest in HF operations.  

Other maritime agencies, like those of Norway, are calling for an exemption of HF DSC facilities and to double up on traditional satellite telecomm systems, to make up for the loss of DSC skills.
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GMDSS gets unstable 

It is my professional opinion that the GMDSS will, at some  stage, become unstable and we will be reading headlines about ‘GMDSS assisted catastrophes’.

I say this following my experience having been originally trained by Cunard S.S. Co. Ltd.. and their top QEII Radio Officer’s, in the 1960’s.

There has to be a balanced compromise between maintaining human integrity in running shipboard systems and cost saving through automation techniques.  Ship owners and governments must recognize the value of the human element aboard modern shipping and support such personnel with continuous long term training.  

A permanent ‘core’ system of HF DSC-R/T emergency communications should be recognized within the GMDSS, which would be constantly monitored and overseen by a human presence i.e. a new international marine role.  

The work being carried out by Terresphere Inc. could well lead to such a possibility.  I believe it is unwise presently in the evolution of marine telecommunications to commit all systems to satellite constellations.  It is ‘throwing the baby out with the bath water’.

I believe HF DSC-R/T and H.F. e-mail communications is paramount to future safety of ALL shipping as a backup system and that requires someone who knows what he is doing.  

Relevant websites

www.terresphere.com
www.sailor.dk
www.pinoak.com
www.globewireless.com
Neville Cresdee, Digital Ship’s shipboard communications specialist, reports on interesting developments with high frequency radio ship-shore communications. He argues that it is very important that the maritime industry has a workable HF radio communications service, for digital selective calling, e-mail and radio telephony.
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