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NSSL has launched its Inmarsat Fleet service, along with a screensaver seafarers can use to report dolphin sightings at sea

BODY

NSSL (originally an abbreviation for Nera Satellite Solutions Ltd, but now just NSSL, to try to make distance with parent company Nera) has launched its Inmarsat Fleet service. It provides the Nera Inmarsat terminal and associated terminal installation, maintenance, satellite airtime and billing. 

The Nera Inmarsat Fleet terminal weighs 40 kg, slightly heavier than other Fleet terminals on the market (about 25 kg), although still lighter than Inmarsat –Bs (typically 90kgs). 

It is larger than was necessary, to make it easier to maintain, Nera says; engineers can actually climb inside it, they do not need to lift it off its pedestal. 

However Nera has made the terminal as easy as possible to install. In some installations, it is only necessary to lift an Inmarsat –A or –B of its pedestal and replace it with an Inmarsat Fleet terminal. Weighing only 40 kg, the terminal can be lifted onto a pedestal by four people. 

The Nera terminal also includes a mini-M service. Communications by mini-M typically cost $2 a minute, compared to the $2.30 / minute off peak and $3.30 / minute peak prices for Inmarsat Fleet voice calls (Xantic prices). This enables users to take advantage of mini-M prices when the vessel is in the mini-M coverage area. 

The Nera terminal will also shortly have a 9.6 kbps fax and data service, supplementing the 64 kbps ISDN and priced-per-kilobit mobile packet data service currently available over Fleet, giving seafarers a more confusing set of options.

Smaller terminals will be launched over the next two years; a 55 cm diameter dish terminal will be launched in early 2003, and a 33 cm diameter dish in late 2003 / early 2004. Smaller terminals will be less expensive to purchase. 

SUBHEAD

A black box

The terminal has a black box which comes with it, with sophisticated software inside which can be used to configure how the terminal works. 

The terminal can be configured so that only specific numbers can be called from it (for example the shipping company head office, not the seafarer’s families). It can log all calls made from it, enabling the shipping company to find out where the calls were made to and explain an unexpectedly large bill. 

The black box can be plugged directly into ten different telephones, all with different telephone numbers, as well as a computer network, fax machines and other equipment all at the same time. 

The configuration software can be used to determine how this is set up, as well as options such as how calls are transferred from phone to phone if nobody answers after four rings. 

It is possible to gain diagnostics about how well the terminal is operating. To access the software, it is necessary to plug a computer into the black box, although the computer does not need to be plugged in permanently. 
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Reports from the trials

The Nera terminal has been under trial for several months onboard a Norwegian vessel. 

“We have made a very big step ahead with Fleet 77,” said the master, interviewed by NSSL as part of a company presentation. 

“The quality of voice is extremely good, there are no metallic sounds. If we have now made a telephone call, they would think we were in the next room, or on GSM phones.” 

“The old phone, specially for data transmitting, this was very slow,” he said. “The speed that Nera can give really will make everything easy for us. We tried the fax, it takes 30 seconds normally, with Fleet it takes 15 seconds. This is really bringing the technology in the right direction.”

“At sea, we have for many years fallen behind offices on shore,” he said. “We’re always thinking about, we can’t transmit this file because its too big, especially picture files. We do take a lot of files, especially picture files, of cargo damage and engine room. Today, there’s no limitation to what we can transmit.”

The master has already done some trials with surfing the internet onboard the vessel. “We can go on the net and download weather forecasts, we get prognosis ahead,” he said. “I can see the possibility in updating digital charts. We can download operations. 

We can go into British Admiralty and download updates to normal paper charts.”

SUBHEAD

Applications for Fleet

The main benefits of Inmarsat Fleet, NSSL believes, will be that it makes the following applications cost effective

· sending e-mails instantaneously between ship and shore

· downloading electronic chart downloads and corrections in real time

· running e-procurement applications onboard the ship

· monitoring vessel operations from shore (telemetry)

· seafarers will be able to access the internet

· building integrated ship-shore safety systems to help compliance with ISM code 

· integrating different messaging systems together, covering e-mail, fax, telex and short message service (SMS) to cellular phones

· downloading regular weather reports and make sure they avoid storms and subsequent damage to vessel and cargo

· sending digital photographs between ship and shore. 
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Background to NSSL

NSSL was originally formed as Nera Satellite Services Ltd, a satellite service division, jointly owned by Inmarsat land earth station operator Telenor and maritime hardware manufacturer Nera. 

In April 2002, the company decided that it was going to drop the Nera link and just call itself NSSL, in a bid to gain more independence from Nera. 

The company positions itself as a satellite communications one stop shop, putting together and taking responsibility for the reliability of the complete maritime communications end to end. 

The company has sophisticated online services, which enable customers to log on and obtain equipment inventory, online service and regulatory information. 
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The UK Ministry of Defence 

NSSL has marked the one year anniversary of its contract with the UK Ministry of Defence, where it provides outsource satellite communications management. The contract is currently for 5 years total. Under the terms of the contract, NSSL is required to restore service if a system is out of action within 6 hours. 

NSSL has already completed 44 Inmarsat high speed maritime installations, completed two installations at the Navy training school, designed a onshore data network, designed a training system to show people how to use the terminals, installed a shore based Inmarsat telephone and data gateway, and provided support to all of this equipment. 
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Call routing software

NSSL has launched a new piece of call routing recommendation software, which recommends which land earth stations phone calls should be routed to, taking into account all of the different tariffs of different land earth station operators. 

The software can also be used for accounting, working out how much each seafarer needs to pay; the shipowner even has an option to slap on a fixed percentage “tax” on top of whatever the seafarer pays, in effect earning money from the seafarer’s phone calls. 

Provided with the software is a screensaver, developed in partnership with the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDSC). The sceensaver shows pictures of 80 different types of whales and dolphins and where they are found. 

Eventually the screensaver will be developed so that seafarers can automatically report to WDSC any dolphins and whales they spot, so long as the shipowner is happy to pay for the cost of sending this data to WDSC of course.

WDSC comments that it does believe that most seafarers are concerned about the marine habitat and will appreciate the ability the screensaver gives them to contribute. 

BOX TEXT 

Ships still need Inmarsat C to remain GMDSS compliant

In the May issue of Digital Ship, we erroneously stated that ships with Inmarsat Fleet F77 terminals do not need an Inmarsat C terminal in order to comply with the GMDSS. This in fact is not true.

To comply with the GMDSS, ships need to be able to receive maritime safety information (MSI), which is only available on MF NAVTEX or Inmarsat C.

Ships MUST have an Inmarsat C terminal to receive MSI if they are outside the NAVTEX area.

Inmarsat Fleet F77 terminals comply with all the latest IMO requirements for new systems entering the GMDSS after 1 February 1999, by providing prioritised distress, urgency and safety alerting and calling through real-time pre-emption of lower priority calls. 

The IMO, at the recent Maritime Safety Committee meeting in London (MSC 75), agreed that Inmarsat Fleet F77 communication terminals should be used on GMDSS ships and by MRCCs (maritime rescue coordination centres).

