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Tristan Wood, managing director of maritime satellite communications consultancy Livewire Digital (www.livewire.co.uk) explains how shipowners can keep their costs down 

NB think I have a picture of him 

BODY 

Satellite communication costs are progressively becoming an important factor in the operating budget of all ocean-going vessels.  

Electronic data transfers are increasing as e-mail becomes an established form of maritime communication and ships’ systems report back critical data, such as engine performance, to land-based monitoring stations. 

New services are opening up communication systems to crew and passengers, all of which has significant implications to satellite airtime bills. 

Many ship owners are finding that these extra data requirements are adding unnecessary cost to satellite communications, but through careful management of on board networks, it does not have to be this way. Cost-effective satellite communications is simply a matter of getting your system configured correctly.
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Improved configuration

Much has been written about the recently launched Fleet F77 terminal from Inmarsat and the potential to save money as a result of installing the new technology.  

The advent of the Mobile Packet Data Service (MPDS) has given the option of cost-effective instant communication by offering an always-on connection that is billed by the amount of information transferred rather than the time online.  

This is perfect for the Internet as it allows pages to be viewed indefinitely without incurring any additional cost, an interesting use for this form of billing may be for crew to use online banking or other e-services.  

The simple change in the MPDS method of billing is set to revolutionise ship communications.  It allows owners to bill each data package individually using products like Livewire Digital’s IP Communications Gateway and accurately allocate it to an individual account.  

This means that communications can safely be opened up to passengers’ and crew for the first time, on either a pre-pay or paid in arrears basis.  

Owners have the power to precisely scrutinise ship communications and assess the exact costs associated with particular equipment or users.  Furthermore, it becomes practical to offer email and Internet access to passengers and crew with minimum administration overheads. 

Fleet certainly has many benefits but on its own will not ensure that your satellite communications are routed in the most cost-effective manner.  
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Network installations

Satellite communication is often seen as expensive.  However this is often a result of a poor network installation rather than the satellite cost in particular.  

Many marine computer networks are installed and configured by IT professionals familiar with office networks, rather than those that use satellite communications.  

The key to achieving cost-effective satellite communications is to ensure that information is batched up and only sent in concentrated bursts when it is supposed to.  In this way calls are kept to a minimum and the best use is made of satellite airtime.  

It is simple common sense, but configuring a Windows network so that it does not use protocols that require an external call is very complicated as it is designed to run in an office where the cost of an outside connection is minimal.
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Wiring a superyacht

An example of the amazingly trivial details that could be adding cost to your satellite communications are demonstrated by a superyacht that Livewire was recently asked to reconfigure after it had experienced excessively high satellite communications bills.  

The yacht was fitted with automatic, light sensitive curtains in the main living areas.  The computer controlling these sent a ‘done’ message to Seattle every time they operated.  The call was only ‘dropped out’ when the automatic inactive time limit expired.  

At $8 per operation this would have added nearly $6000 dollars to the communications bill per year!  

Other examples can be found in networks that are based on Windows 2000 operating systems; here an external message is sent out whenever another computer on the same network is contacted.  It does not take long to understand that if this kind of anomaly is applied to engine management functions, safety systems, and general network operations the cost of unnecessary calls can quickly escalate.

To configure systems for maritime installations it is important to identify why networks ‘dial out’ and include measures that stop this from happening.  These can be software or hardware based. 

Livewire tends to configure the network hardware to restrict certain types of communication, without compromising emergency or important communication.  

Furthermore it is crucial to ‘batch’ all useful communications so that they are sent in the most efficient way.  

Even when a system is configured, it is still wise to include safeguards that make it very obvious when a satellite communication link has been established.  Without the right experience it can be quite easy to change a setting and enable certain outbound messages to get through.  

Many people add a line printer that prints a log every time the satellite communications dials up.  Remembering how irritating the sound of a dot matrix printer is, it is easy to see how this can alert radio officers to any needless connection!

In conclusion, reducing a vessels’ satellite communications bill is a combination of the right billing structure, clever use of network hardware to restrict the type of message sent out and close scrutiny of both inbound and outbound data.  
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Reduce costs by 92 per cent

Livewire Digital has many success stories from the marine environment.  

One client asked Livewire Digital to reconfigure an onboard communication system that was costing $200K each month. 

Using networking technology developed specifically for Inmarsat and an advanced knowledge of configuration, Livewire reduced the bill to $17K per month, saving the client 90 per cent of their satellite airtime costs. 

No one can promise this kind of reduction but careful management can easily save thousands of dollars over the course of a year.
BOX TEXT Further information can be obtained from Tristan Wood, Livewire Digital Ltd, Units 14 & 15, First Quarter, Blenheim Road, Epsom, Surrey, KT19 9QN, UK  Tel:   +44 (0)1372 731 400   Fax: +44 (0)1372 731 420  Email: tristan@livewire.co.uk  website: www.livewire.co.uk

