TITLE France Telecom on the up
DECKHEAD Having a 5 per cent stake in Inmarsat is one thing, getting a big market share in selling Inmarsat services, is another. How exactly does France Telecom intend to go about the launch of Inmarsat Fleet?
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MAIN BODY Without doubt, Land earth station operator (LESO) France Telecom is in the race for the largest market share in the Inmarsat Fleet business. The pricing of the package will be released at Posidonia. At the moment, France Telecom is still waiting for the terminals to be available, and before that it doesn’t make any sense to speculate on prices, says Arnaud Mahy, Marketing Manager at France Telecom Satellite Services.

The main target for Fleet are newbuilds, of course, and France Telecom aims to turn over approximately 2000 terminals per year, measured on the current 1700-2000 Inmarsat -B activations. But Fleet is not supposed to be substitution in the first place, although some units will replace existing -A and –B. In those cases there’ll be special offers, according to Mr Mahy.

The company expects -A to eventually disappear, as there already is a 25-40 decrease of -A traffic per year. With Mini-M replacing the voice services and –B capable of ISDN high-speed data (HSD) at 64 kbps it is just a matter of time. Some older vessels may keep A, though.

Inmarsat Fleet is supposed to support the increase of data communications via Inmarsat. While 70 percent of –B usage is down to voice traffic, this number is expected to decrease within the next 2-3 years, with more than 50 percent of communications dealing with data transfers. Preferably on Fleet, of course. Mr Mahy says, “We have observed that data growth is more rapid than growth in voice.”

He continues, “we regard Fleet as a service somewhere between low and very broad bandwidth, it cannot compete on the VSAT market in terms of bandwidth, but VSAT equipment, on the other hand is comparably high.”

Some of France Telecom’s service providers have been involved in the field trials for Fleet testing the quality of the service, but Mr Mahy is confident that the Fleet launch is good for everybody involved in the communications market as the service has evolved with the input of the LESOs

Mr Mahy understands Fleet to be best used together with applications such as web-based management tools and communications control (for web surfing). France Telecom offers a whole range of control tools which can, for instance, record the use of MPDS. This enables ongoing analysis of the service’s quality as well as keeps a lid on the cost. In his eyes, “applications can benefit from MPDS, in particular.”

France Telecom is hoping to derive real profits in the area of value added services, it sees itself at the forefront of providing those. One solution, incorporating the MPDS capability of Fleet is to create a virtual private network (VPN) enabling the vessel to connect with the local area network (LAN) ashore. 

As a special feature France Telecom provides customers with a fixed IP address to be used in any communications session facilitating the internet. “Normally, you get a new IP address whenever you connect to the internet, France Telecom provides an IP address which never changes,” says Mr Mahy. This may be a valuable little extra once internet use onboard increases. Its aim is to simplify.

With its recent acquisition of rival Inmarsat LESO DeTeSat, the company ‘inherited’ the email system Skyfile, something that France Telecom did not possess before, at least not of such complexity. The system features a compression file, fax-email capability, SMS, instant send and receive facility, least-cost routing, crash recovery, Inmarsat -C and SMS notification for urgent e-mails, filters – for both volume and subject - which enable manual decision etc.

France Telecom is very proud of its pre paid cards, mainly aimed at business use, but indeed an ideal solution for crew calling, too. A fixed-to-mobile service provides a toll-free number which allows a free phone call to the shore-based administrator which connects the authorised caller to the ship. 

SUBHEAD

Take-up

Mr Mahy says, “usually, the take up of Inmarsat products is quite slow at first, but it accelerates after a year or so. Users are hard to convince when something new comes onto the market, but reliability and cost efficiency eventually win over the industry.” They are good selling points in the case of Fleet, too. MPDS promises an easier calculation of costs, another strong argument.

Looking at Mini –M, France Telecom has now got a 30 percent market share, which was strengthened by the acquisition of DeTeSat.

During rest of 2002, the LESO wants to sell around 1000 Fleet Terminals, which does not sound like a great number, but considering that the year is half gone, it is a challenge after all. Mr Mahy believes, “this is a very good time to launch Fleet, with the recent incidents in shipping.” Indeed, safety applications could benefit from the new technology and may become more economical, but his comment, perhaps, relates more to the fact that a lot of old vessels are withdrawn from service.

The orderbooks are full with potential customers for the Inmarsat Fleet service. “Newbuilds are the first to install the Fleet terminals,” predicts Mr Mahy, “they are perfect for being equipped.”  And after 6-9 months the rest of the industry will follow, is the hope of FT.

France Telecom is hoping for a 20 percent market share from the very beginning. There have already been requests via its distributors.

In Mr Mahy’s eyes, collaboration on crew calling card doesn’t make much sense, which is mainly due to billing issues. He says, “I am not sure seafarers would benefit from a unique calling card. The structures are too different among the LESOs; it would prevent healthy competition. How do you share the revenue?”

France Telecom promotes dedicated crew calling facilities, of course, and regards itself an active party in crew calling initiatives; it participates in Inmarsat Mini M initiative. It also provides IDs for Publisat, the Satenna crew pay phone facility.

Additional to this, the LESO’s off-peak slots are particularly long (from 21pm to 4am), says Mr Mahy, “the off-peak cost of a Mini –M phonecall is as low as $1.98 (compared to a peak 2.40).” Inmarsat –A costs $2.98/5.30, and Inmarsat –B is available at $2.78/3.30 per minute.

SUBHEAD

LESO future

But LESO’s and service providers do not just compete on prices. Consolidation is a market trend not to be ignored. The acquisition of DeTeSat has made France Telecom, in particular, stronger in the maritime communications market. DeTeSat has been renamed France Telecom Mobile Satellite Communications GmbH, but apart from this and the logo, not much has changed, say Mr Mahy.

DeTeSat was a relatively small LESO, and perhaps not profitable enough for its mother company Deutsche Telecom, which is now stuck with a land earth station that wasn’t bought by France Telecom. Its strong position in the maritime market, and its customer base in particular, has now become a valuable asset of France Telecom. It has pretty much acquired the strong host of German customers as well as the technical and human assets of DeTeSat. 

France Telecom has now got direct sales arms in France and Germany, with all other countries being catered for by service providers. The latter have also sold Iridium to their customers, and it was recently announced that France Telecom’ sales arm is selling it too, now, but the core business will remain Inmarsat, says Mr Mahy, “this is our priority.”

“The consolidation will continue, but I can’t predict France Telecom’s role in it,” he adds. In any case, the French company is confident to remain a survivor of the battle.

