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Inmarsat’s new Fleet service was trialled onboard research vessel Maurice Ewing in the Pacific and Indian Oceans. We found out how well it performed





BODY TEXT


Inmarsat Fleet, with its packet data service and ISDN connections, is still proving a tough sell into the maritime industry, which is not noted for purchasing new technology simply because it is new technology, as in the consumer electronics market. 





Inmarsat financed a number of field trials, to find out how shipping companies would make most use out of the facilities Inmarsat Fleet offered, and to see how well it stands up in the marine environment. 





One of the trial vessels was the Maurice Ewing, a research vessel dedicated to oceanography and operated by Columbia University’s Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, which was fitted with a Fleet F77 system during a port call in Guam and operated on a voyage to the Pacific and Indian oceans in February 2002. 





The system was used for file transfer, e-mail, shipboard web browsing, providing shore based support to shipboard equipment, crew communications and specific application data transfers.
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Using the data capacity 





What is most interesting about the results of the trials are the ways that the scientists onboard found to make use of the ship-shore communications capability.





It is important to note that the bulk of the communications costs were covered by Inmarsat in the trial, and so the scientists probably would not use the communications in the same way if they had to pay for them. But still, the uses they found for the communications are interesting. 





The service was used onboard primarily for collecting and transmitting the large data files associated with any scientific research. 





“We’ve transferred drafts of research papers and books written by personnel who spend part of their working year at sea,” said John B. Diebold, Research Scientist, Marine Science Co-ordinator, Maurice Ewing.  


 “We’ve even had final exams transferred to and from the ship,” he added, noting that otherwise a student with an exam conflict might not be able to get onboard the ship for research.





The system was also used to handle communication for personnel pay and travels, including handling purchasing and necessary logistics onboard the ship prior to the next port call. 





The system was also used to provide support. “With the complexity of hardware and software onboard, Fleet F77 allowed much better support in real-time – for example, shore side computer support were able to install patches to software at anytime, night or day,” comments Mr Diebold.
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More robust





The scientists claim that Fleet 77 did actually prove more reliable than previous ship-shore communications services that had been used onboard. 





“Fleet F77 allowed for more frequent connection, and the connections seemed more robust and reliable,” said Mr Diebold.  





“Reliable connectivity is of particular importance to us, particularly when sending larger batches of information.” 





“We’ve experienced problems with batch failure, or the loss of a link during transmission, in the past.  Not only did the process have to be re-run, but communication charges were incurred for the original, failed exercise.”
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Shipboard welfare 





The ship’s crew and science party had access to social communications via a secure crew calling extension that utilised the Telenor Pre Paid card.    





The ability to communicate on a daily basis was seen as a major benefit to crew and scientists onboard the Maurice Ewing, Inmarsat says. 





“The new Inmarsat service really boosted crew morale, as the team were more easily able stay in touch with family and friends around the world,” commented Mr Diebold.





The task of looking after the health and safety of the crew was also better enabled through the deployment of Fleet F77, as high-bandwidth telemedicine communications were available along the with option of using video for medical purposes.


 





