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Inmarsat Fleet is now available for shipping
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After years of deliberations, promises, discussions and technical development, Inmarsat Fleet, with its reduced cost ship-shore communications and shipboard hardware, and “always on” connections between ship and shore, is now available.

Shipping companies can buy a terminal for a list price of $23,995 (source, KVH); terminals are lighter (weight = 25kg), cheaper and easier to install than Inmarsat-B, the nearest competitor. It should be possible to fit a terminal during a normal port call, not have to wait until the ship goes into dry dock. 

Communications are charged at $3.29 a minute peak time for voice communications; $9.20 per minute for 64 kbps ISDN connections; and $4.60 per megabit for mobile packet data service with a 10-25 per cent discount for the first year (Xantic’s prices).

Expectations are that the cost of both communications and hardware will decrease as more suppliers come into the market. Terminals have already been developed by Nera, Furuno, JRC and Thrane and Thrane.

The terminal is also expected to be the first voice terminal qualified by IMO to be GMDSS compliant, meaning that vessels do not need an additional Inmarsat –C terminal for GMDSS communications. 

40 terminals were commissioned in the first week they went onsale, mainly for newbuilds and the recreational shipping market. 
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Applications

For sending data from ship to shore, the terminal has two services, the mobile packet data service (MPDS), where users pay per kilobit, and the ISDN service, where users pay per minute. ISDN works out cheaper for sending files of over 150 kb. 

Inmarsat has developed its own software shipping companies can use to manage their costs of communication. The software will work out whether it will be cheaper for them to use MPDS or ISDN, and how much it would have cost to send the same data using Inmarsat-B. It can also help them monitor how big their bill is going to be before it arrives. 

The main applications are expected to be voice and e-mail, but on the data side, the systems are likely to be used to download chart corrections, manage procurement from onboard ship, gain instant access to weather information and access the internet from onboard. 

Instant messaging is likely to prove a major application, particularly because it is extremely cheap to instant message people over MPDS. In the trials so far, it has proven one of the most popular applications.

“One of the ship masters wanted to talk to his grandchildren over it,” comments Robert Johnson, head of maritime at Inmarsat. “It lifted his morale. It became so popular that he had to have a rota onboard the ship because everybody wanted to use it. We hadn’t realised that it would be picked up that quickly.”

The instant weather information will also be helpful if shipmasters have to make difficult decisions about whether to delay a vessel due to bad weather conditions, incurring additional costs but avoiding possible damage to the vessel and cargo. 

Onboard internet access is also expected to be a big driver, particularly because many younger seafarers are used to having internet communications as part of their lives and will not be happy to work onboard ships without it. 

The ever-popular fax communications will also be cheaper over Inmarsat Fleet, particularly if shipboard and office fax machines both have Group 4 compression on them. Using this compression, it is possible to download 3 pages in just 16 seconds of voice call (cost = approx $2.45 using ISDN 64 kpbs communication).
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Standard software

Because MPDS is based on internet packets, it should be possible to run the same software developed for terrestrial computer networks and internet communications onboard ships.

Large amount of resources have been put into developing software for preventing intruders to a network, controlling internet access (eg NetNanny), avoiding viruses (eg McAfee) and encrypting communications for terrestrial use and all of these will work onboard ships. There will no longer be any need for maritime industry specific software.

