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Stratos and Inmarsat Fleet

DECK HEAD

Inmarsat distributor Stratos has some interesting ways to add value to its Inmarsat Fleet service

BODY

The Inmarsat Land Earth Station Operators (LESOs), the people who operate the dishes that carry Inmarsat data back to earth, are competing amongst themselves to find ways to add more value to their Inmarsat Fleet service. 

Stratos has some interesting initiatives, including a call waiting tool, a tool to give each Fleet terminal a unique internet identifier, its own messaging software, news and weather tools, and  internet tools that will  help IT managers control the cost and usage of the service. 

One of the most exciting things about Inmarsat Fleet is the enormous possibility it heralds. There are plenty of industry visionaries devising ways it could be used. For example, questioning whether it would be possible for a computer on shore to connect into the shipboard network and access all operational data about the ship, along with the shipboard databases. 

SUBHEAD

Someone’s calling 

One of the weaknesses of Inmarsat Fleet is that if the ship is connected to the terminal over Maritime Packet Data Service (MPDS), it is not possible for someone to make a telephone call to the ship from shore -  they just hear a busy signal.

This is potentially a big problem, as applications come onto the market that require the ship to be connected to the shore over MPDS continually, for example systems for monitoring the ship from shore. 

Stratos has a small piece of software that runs on the computer onboard the ship and alerts users if someone is trying to phone the ship. The software flashes up the number of the caller, if it is available. The user then has the option to let the call go to voicemail for later retrieval, or end the MPDS session and connect with voicemail. 

Stratos believes that it is the only LESO offering this kind of “call waiting” service over Inmarsat Fleet. 

SUBHEAD

Pool of IP addresses

Stratos is also developing systems that assign each Fleet terminal a unique internet identifier number.

The normal situation with IP addresses for shipboard terminals, as with IP addresses for home computers dialing up to the internet, is that they are assigned a different IP address every time they connect to the internet. 

Assigning a computer a permanent address of its own makes it easier for shorebased computers to talk to it, because this is how most business internet applications work. 

There are not enough IP addresses for everybody to have their own one; Stratos gets around this problem by giving each shipboard terminal its own numbering system, which can be used by shore computers to  connect into the ship. 

SUBHEAD

Usage governance

Like France Telecom, Stratos has an online data management system. By logging into a secure area of Stratos’ website, users can see when they are connecting to MPDS and exactly how much data they are sending  through their Inmarsat Fleet terminal. 

The tool also has functionality to control shipboard usage, for example specifying that only certain IP addresses can be used. This tool can be used to ensure that shipboard users can only reach the Internet through the  company intranet, with all the protection that it brings. 

SUBHEAD

Data communication tools 

Stratos  provides its own instant messaging service, which shipping companies can use to exchange instant messages with ships; this is hosted on a server located at Goonhilly.
The advantage of using the Stratos software, rather than generic, free software such as Microsoft Messenger, is that the Stratos software keeps the amount of data traffic to a minimum. 

The amount of data exchanged in an online chat is not very large (it often only includes the text itself and a label indicating where the text should go). But Microsoft Messenger still has banner adverts across the bottom of the screen which need to be transmitted. 

Customers can also have increased security confidence with the Stratos software, developed specifically for this application, rather than Microsoft Messenger (which many corporate networks refuse to allow for security reasons). 

Companies can set up their own private forums, so for example all superintendents can talk to all of their ships. 

Stratos also has its own internet service, StratosNet, which can be used to access the internet from ship and send e-mails.

StratosNet is specifically designed for use over satellite. All web pages and emails downloaded through it are compressed. StratosNet was launched two years ago. A new version of StratosNet will be launched in early 2003, with better support for MS Outlook and a more intuitive set-up procedure, Stratos promises.

StratosOne is another messaging service, launched in March 2002 and aimed at the high volume data messaging user. The tool and enables duplex data transfer; most communications services (including Inmarsat Fleet ISDN) charge a flat rate per second that allows the same amount of data to be sent in both directions. The tool sends the data in both directions at once so the data send is minimised. 

Included with StratosOne is an advanced weather information service, supplied by Applied Weather Technology (AWT) but with Stratos branding, and also Stratos branded news services for India, Greece, the US and the UK, supplied as a pdf file. The International News and Sports editions  are free but the user pays for the airtime. 

The StratosNet service has been slow to take off -it currently only has 45 users since its launch in March 2001 - but interest is building, the company says. 

Integration between Inmarsat Fleet and Telex is a further communications service offered by Stratos. Although this service may seem unnecessary, the company claims it was actually requested by their customers. Fleet has no direct telex capability, but customers can send an e-mail from a shipboard Fleet terminal, which is delivered as a telex or fax address. 

SUBHEAD

Access via company intranet 

One of the biggest problems in persuading shipping companies to use Inmarsat Fleet is security paranoia, with questions being asked about what seafarers will use it for, how easy it is to hack into and who will monitor how it is being used. 

Most companies have solved these problems with their shore based office systems. Users can only access the internet via the company intranet, which has strict controls in it about which sites the users can go to (or which ones they can’t go to) and tools for monitoring what they are actually looking at. 

Stratos points out that it is easy to configure the shipboard system to only access the internet via the company intranet so the company can keep usage under the same controls. 

This is done simply by indicating that the only computer system that the shipboard terminal can connect into is the company one, it cannot connect directly to the internet. 

