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Iridium extends its reach

DECK HEAD

Scepticism does not always outlast the facts. Iridium has proven it has more to offer than a short-term satellite service. But things are just getting started

Global satellite communications company Iridium has recently announced distribution deals involving major Inmarsat land earth stations (LESOs) such as France Telecom, Telenor (which is also the largest shareholder of Inmarsat), Xantic, Telstra and SingTel, the company is definitely on the up.

No doubt, the recent Iridium announcements have power. They signalise that demand is really a force to be reckoned with in the maritime communications market. 

Let’s not mention the cynicism among some of the above when Iridium was re-launched as a commercial business in spring 2001: First of all, what about the debt the old Iridium had caused? Plus, the satellites were gonna fall from of the sky at the drop of a hat. The voice quality was bad. They were planning to offer a data service? You must be kidding.

Things (and attitudes) have changed radically within the last year. The solutions offered by Iridium are both cost-effective and of an apparent high quality. Those who got the handsets don’t want to miss them now, and those who haven’t got them yet, are seriously considering a purchase. Stratos, as a provider of satellite services, was one of the first to recognise the potential.

While a rather complacent Inmarsat dismissed serious competition from the young company, it may now start experiencing problems with the sales of Mini-M. Data rates via Iridium have proved comparable to Mini-M, and the price is competitive, if not to say it beats the Inmarsat service by far. 

SUBHEAD

Iridium and e-mail

Pretty much all of the providers of email solutions agree on the viability of sending small amounts of data via Iridium. The particular advantage is that rates from handset to handset are even cheaper.     

Iridium isn’t stopping here. It has no plans to go into the broadband business, but is determined to conquer a larger chunk of the narrowband market. With services such as the short-burst messaging, set to be launched at the end of this year, Iridium is trying to do what is most sensible, namely to use the mobile satellite device as an economical tool for instant communication. 

All this is not about large amounts of data, but small bits being transmitted instantly. Beside simple e-mail, Iridium is aiming to provide a solution for sending alerts and notifications. Looking at remote monitoring, this means facilitating the transfer of impulses rather than monitor and collect data throughout the day and send them ashore in one large chunk. “Leave this to Fleet 77,” says Ian Canning of Iridium.

And he is right. While there are some common features (and interests) of both satellite services, they complement each other nicely in other areas.

SUBHEAD
Ideas for Iridium

Iridum’s “D” D’Ambrosio says that Iridium has been approached “with some crazy ideas”, not all of which are as unrealistic as providing video streaming via the network. Some even have potential and deserve a closer look by business development.

Current work is focussed on the release of a new handset next year, which is supposed to integrate GPS (positioning satellites) capability. It is already possible to use an Iridium handset for GPS, but this requires an interface which can be provided by third-party developers. 

In terms of safety and security, this will make a huge difference as the tracking and tracing of humans as well as cargo will become easier. The mobile device, which is getting smaller in size with every generation, is made to be positioned in remote and hidden places.  

SUBHEAD

Voice and data

Mr D’Ambrosio confirms what others have said before, “the demand for data communication will grow,” and it is certainly important to develop products and services to satisfy the need of the market. 

Yet, he also adds, “there is always gonna be a need for voice, despite the growth of data communications. We count on a combination of both.” Voice communication via Iridium will almost certainly increase if the current prices remain stable. 

While the customer billing is down to the service providers, Iridium is aiming to maintain the price conditions as they are. Discounts for large users encourage increased use of the service.

Another sore point, perhaps, for Inmarsat could be that Iridium is very much getting into the crew calling market with a dedicated service that enables the common use of a handset for both operational and social purposes. It works with billed (post-paid) operational traffic and pre-paid scratch cards for the crew, which are only charged when the call is actually connected. 

As the handset is mobile it can be taken from the bridge. In any case, a social call can be over-ridden by the Master. He is in charge of communications after all.

SUBHEAD

Satellite technology

Mr D’Ambrosio says that his company has benefited from a technology upgrade, and the satellite network that was at first thought to use 77 low earth orbiting (LEO) satellites, only comprises 66 satellites now. There are 14 spares in space altogether, launched directly to a layer above the network. In case of a failure, they can be dropped in for replacement.

Iridium is currently working on a satellite life extension programme which is aiming to extend the lifespan of the existing network until 2015. But until then, even if a satellite goes blank there are enough neighbouring units that cover the area within minutes. That’s the advantage of LEOs.

SUBHEAD

Distribution

You could ask, where does the sudden wind of change blow from? There is no need to induce an additional sense of competition into the debate, but it is a fact that Inmarsat somewhat fears the seemingly easy-going approach that Iridium has shown.

Despite the bickering among themselves, the LESOs have been with Inmarsat all the way. And they will probably continue this path, yet they have not been able to withstand the market demand for alternative solutions.

As an executive of Marlink confirms, the service providers and resellers have no choice but to comply with the wishes of their customers. There is too much competition around.

For Iridium, the latest distributors signings mean that it has identified and tackled one of the main problems that caused the failure of the first Iridium. In terms of the maritime market, Iridium has contracted the strongest players to do the legwork and sell dedicated mobile satellite services to a specific target group. No talk of a GSM like service anymore.

SUBHEAD

The new Iridium

Not doubting the intelligence of our readers, there may still be the need to set the records straight about the new Iridium. As opposed to the old company, it has got no debt. The $ 5billion that were reported to be the final debt was cleared when the company went bankrupt last year. 

All assets were bought for some $ 25 million. A defense contract worth around $ 36 million covers almost half of Iridium’s annual running costs, according to the company. The economic pressures are still there, but not as heavy as before.

As for the quality of the service, there is little doubt today that voice works reliably. Solutions have been found to enable phonecalls from inside the vessel, with an antenna attached to the outside, and the handsets themselves are losing their brick-like charm.

Data transmission has been tested both from mobile-to-fixed as well as mobile-to-mobile. Even Inmarsat subsidiary Rydex has reported a good test performance of the Iridium service.

There is no doubt that the competition on the narrow-band market is healthy, both in terms of user choice and application development. You never know where crazy ideas can lead to.

