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Steve Harding reflects on how ship-shore communications is changing
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On the wall of my office is a picture of a ship, excellent feng shui, if you’re in to that sort of thing by the way.  

I was her Radio Officer for five months or so.

The picture’s not that old, October 1981 according to my records.  

Although the backdrop, Sydney Opera House, has hardly altered, nor is it likely to during my lifetime (we hope in these difficult times), in little more than a generation everything else has been swept away forever.  

Looking at shipping today, it seems inconceivable that ‘MANCANMAX’ steam-turbine tankers regularly loaded cargo close to my home for discharge in Australia, and carried a British crew to boot!

And ship-to-shore communications have changed beyond all recognition too as can be seen from the photograph of the ship’s radio room.  

Just out of picture is the main MF/HF transmitter, crystal controlled and, of course, being a British ship, only capable of operating on the frequencies of Portishead Radio. 

It worked.  Notwithstanding the limitations, with some skill and perseverance it proved possible to maintain direct contact with the United Kingdom for at least a few minutes each day throughout the voyage.  

From memory, in the vicinity of Pitcairn Island, 12 MHz at about 2100 GMT usually did the trick – mostly a night path.

All of which may be of cursory interest to those who like to play with themselves in a bedroom, but is utter garbage if you’re trying to run a shipping business where direct and immediate communications with your agent, the ship’s master can be, and often is essential.  

I’m not a radio amateur by the way.  

And the cost!  The bill for transmitting each word of text to shore, roughly equivalent to 70 bits of data, was in the region of 35 cents in 1981 prices.   

According to the back of the envelope covering my credit-card demand, about as accurate as my maths, this equates to $50,000 per megabyte in today’s money!  

Now I have to make a confession: this is not the radio room of the ship on my wall.  Its actually her sister but quite frankly I could have supplied a photograph of any ships’ radio room installed from 1899.  

In terms of the technology applied and, more so, who you could use to supply your company’s ship-to-shore communications fundamentally nothing had altered from what was available to Jack Phillips and Harold Bride on the Titanic.  

Ship-to-shore communications was the ultimate ‘one stop shop’.  

Because there was only one shop!  Choice and competition was viewed as an anathema, not least by the regulator, who just happened to be one and the same state-owned monopoly who provided the service.    
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1981: the big change

But things were about to change in the shipping industry and on reflection October 1981 was very much a watershed.  

For some time prior to arrival in Australia the company had been sending the ship, at great cost, a series of lengthy messages, in code supposedly to ensure only the master had access to the information contained [rather self-defeating as he simply gave them back to me to decode and type!]

But this was not the usual ‘death in the family’ stuff thought necessary to be granted higher security.

‘Changing market conditions’

‘Requirements of revised regulations’ – which would have been STCW 78,

‘Need to take a long term view of business strategy’

The usual terminology that presages the news: ‘You’re sacked!’  

Initially the three or four engineers who had served the company for up to 25 years, but had not for various reasons obtained formal qualifications, informed by the master that they were, thereafter, persona non gratia.  

Waiting on the quay were their replacements, certificates so fresh the price labels were still affixed!   

SUBHEAD

Certificates

From this point it was clear the regulators would place greater store on the possession of paper rather than rely upon owners to determine and select the personnel best fitted to the task; paper is important, people are not.  

It is a matter of record that the owners soon began to play the regulators at their game.  In time every member of that ship’s crew, and there were nearly fifty, would be rendered obsolete or replaced by lower cost pieces of paper.    

An interesting social comment perhaps, but this is a publication that is supposed to be about technology!  

So it also worth noting the Radio Officers’ Unions were expressing concern over the ship’s replacement then nearing completion in the Netherlands. 

Notwithstanding the cost, the company fully intended the new ship would be provided with an INMARSAT facility and, what was exercising the Unions, this would be installed in the master’s office not the Radio Room.

As a policy, this made sense then, never mind today.  

Clearly it was a nonsense that an owner could only contact the master for a few minutes each day and then only if the radio officer, some ‘fool’, who had no business knowing the company’s business, remembered to listen to the traffic lists and/or knows how to tune a transmitter properly.   Technology that resolved this paradigm needed to be embraced, not opposed.   

But, of course, the unions did oppose it, rightly surmising, with control of ship-to-shore communications wrested away from the monopolies, it would inevitably lead to the death of the golden goose.  

Alas this simply placed the two factions, the Unions and the owners, in a destructive war that, on reflection, benefited neither party.  

While it could be argued the owners ‘won’ in the sense that ships no longer carry Radio Officers, with the benefits of marine information technology really coming to fruition, the industry is potentially severely handicapped by the absence of expertise destroyed through their actions.  
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Bringing a choice

Whatever, the implementation of INMARSAT for the first time brought a choice that had never existed before.

And what a choice we have!  You only have to look at the adverts in this publication to appreciate how much things have changed in the past twenty-one years.  

Inmarsat alone can provide a range of systems.  To this you can add Iridium, V-Sat and, even, high frequency radio experiencing something of a renaissance of late.  

All offer, as near as makes no difference, global and instantaneous communications from any office to any ship anywhere in the world.     

Moreover for each of these systems there is invariably a range of packages, each service provider claiming to over a ‘better deal’ for the customer than their competitor.  

And that they are making a success encourages others to enter the market and/or improve their own services ensuring, if nothing else, a virtuous cycle of reduction in ship-to-shore communications costs.

This goes to the extent that last year INMARSAT was predicting that the price for a Megabyte of packet/IP data sent over it’s future B-GAN service to or from ships will be between $3 and $5 (Source: Fairplay).  
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Has anything changed?

But has anything really changed since 1899, never mind 1981?  No!  

The role and purpose of ship-to-shore communications continues to be exactly as it was when Marconi first proposed its adoption: it enhances the efficiency of the shipping industry.  Full stop.  No more, no less.

Please spare me the pious nonsense that ships carry radio to enhance the safety of life at sea, or that it addresses issues of security in present day speak.  

While this is clearly true, it is more true there would be no ship-to-shore communications without a commercial rationale.  

Or, as Captain Smith is attributed to have told Phillips and Bride:  

“Treat the messages of the passengers as more important than information relating to icebergs. They are, after all, the ‘paying customers’.”

A poor judgement-call perhaps, but a sound philosophy none the less. 

It is the paying customer, and only the paying customer who can be the best judge on how best to manage ship-to-shore communications; the decision-maker needing to make full use of the information and/or advice available to them.  

Not the suppliers of the service, who have their own vested interest.  And most certainly not the regulators who would do best to stick to what they are good at, getting shot of regulations that encumber competition, ideally putting themselves out of work, and not to seek to reapply monopoly control in the fallacious name of safety.  

