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Bergesen puts VSATs onboard tankers
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April / helicopter moves VSAT system onto LNG vessel

Caption: putting a VSAT terminal onto a Bergesen vessel 

Norwegian shipping company has installed VSAT terminals onboard one of its LPG tankers, under a 10 year contract with VSAT communications company INVSAT. There are plans to use VSAT on more of its fleet. 

The main reason for installing the terminals, INVSAT says, is for Bergesen to be able to improve the monitoring of  vessels on shore (known as Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition or SCADA). It will be looking at such factors as fuel consumption and engine parameters. 

The satellite footprint used covers the entire Atlantic Ocean, so Bergesen will be able to use it for communications as the vessels move between the Middle East, Brazil, Gibraltar and Norway.  The terminal was supplied by Scottish company INVSAT, a subsidiary of Inmarsat, and with its partner Teleconsult. 

The 1200 kg shipboard communications terminal was actually lifted onto the vessel by helicopter. Because of scheulding issues, the vessel could not be moored alongside the dock, so the VSAT system could not be winched on board by crane, the conventional method. 

Because of the enormous rate of fuel consumption required to keep 1200 kg airborne, the helicopter could only take onboard enough fuel to keep in the air for 30 minutes. Strong winds meant that the task of putting the terminal onboard the vessel was extremely difficult, taking up 28 minutes in total. Engineers continued with the installation and testing, while the vessel was en voyage to Algiers, North Africa. 
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About VSAT

VSAT (very small aperature terminal) communications can be used for ship-shore communications when the user wants to send an enormous amount of data between ship and shore. 

Within the maritime industry it is typically used on research and drilling vessels and cruise ships. These vessels typically operate on well defined routes (under the footprint of a single satellite), and have high bandwidth requirements, providing customers with telephones and internet cafes. 

VSAT communications work very differently to standard voice communications services (Inmarsat –A and –B). The shipboard dish is typically about 1.2m diameter and costs £100,000 upwards, compared to around £30,000 for an Inmarsat-B. Customers rent satellite power by the month for unlimited minutes, rather than pay by the minute, costing around £10,000 per year. The upside is that it can carry communications to ships of up to 1.5 mbps, about 150 times faster than a standard Inmarsat-B. 

One downside, apart from the costs, is that there is currently no global coverage service; customers rent satellite power from a single satellite. 

Single satellite footprints can be extremely large (for example, covering the entire Atlantic Ocean North and South), but this isn’t much help for shipping companies which don’t know where their vessels will be one month to the next. 
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A good investment

INVSAT is one of the investments Inmarsat is happiest with. While Inmarsat wrote off its investments in Airia and Setfair, INVSAT showed a 60 per cent growth, taking $25m revenue in 2001, compared to $24m in 2000. 

During 2001 INVSAT also made investments in its own C-band teleport (satellite dish) and developed a European satellite service called DAMA, which allows shipping companies to share satellite power between other companies, rather than only lease satellite power in blocks by the month. It also moved into a purpose built building in Aberdeen, Scotland. 

Shipping has never been INVSAT’s core market. The business was originally established providing services for oilrigs in the North Sea. It’s activities currently include selling hardware, leasing services and putting systems together. 
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Television on ships

INVSAT is currently developing a system to put a television satellite dish onboard vessels. The satellite service itself is extremely cheap, since it is already being beamed from satellites into homes all over the world. 

The problem is the antenna, which needs to point very precisely at the satellite. This is a relatively simple thing to achieve when the satellite dish is attached to the side of a building, but a completely different matter on a ship rocking on the waves. It is necessary to incorporate a stabilisation mechanism, which moves the dish to the left when the ship tilts to the right. 

INVSAT is working together with satellite hardware company SeaTel to develop a system, which is expected to market for £12,000 to £17,000. 

