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Ship shore communications by radio 
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Will high frequency radio rise again for ship-shore communications? Steve Harding explores options from the hell mouth. 
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BODY

All men of a certain age, i.e. mine, while they will never admit to it, are avid followers of the goings on at Sunnydale High School.

Just in case you have been on Mars for the last few years, Sunnydale has the misfortune of sitting over a hole-to-hell from which some less wholesome members of class encourage Vampires and other ghouls to vent forth.

Fortunately Buffy the Vampire Slayer is on hand to kick ass; and feed us men with some unwholesome thoughts, to dispatch the reprobates before they can wreak their intolerable havoc on the world. 

One thing’s for certain though: notwithstanding Buffy’s efforts, those pesky, meddling kids will just keep on resurrecting the evil ones, just in time for next week’s episode!   

Perhaps it is best that I stick to discussing marine radio before I gain something of a reputation.  

SUBHEAD

Reformation 

Now, I have previously drawn attention to the reformation in ship-to-shore communications that has taken place in the last twenty years or so.  

Although de-regulation clearly was, and remains a powerful influence in bringing forth change, bearing in mind the dross they were expected to put up with - the hole-to-hell that was marine HF communications, it was inevitable the customer would have revolted against the status quo sooner or later, with or without any assistance from officialdom and they did, of course. 

This is also why a social economist could argue, and so he would, that the pioneers who invested in the first generation of satellite communications were the Crispus Attucks of their day - martyrs whose sacrifice ultimately triggered the collapse of the moribund, self-serving and self-indulgent empire that was shore-to-ship communications in the late 1970s.

A little melodramatic perhaps, but one thing is certain: from the moment the first terminal was successfully installed on a commercial merchant ship, it could be assumed that all long-range, commercial ship-to-shore communications - and today that means anywhere on the globe beyond a GSM cell - would thereafter be facilitated by satellite.   

Certainly I was guilty of jumping to this conclusion, and also made the mistake of lecturing the managers of a UK Government HF (high frequency) communications service shortly after I joined in 1985 along the lines of:

‘I’ve seen the future: it’s called INMARSAT and you’re all doomed!’ 

SUBHEAD

An attitude problem

Not for the first or last time, I was accused of having a serious ‘attitude problem’.  It was inconceivable that Her Majesty would use, and certainly never rely upon, satellite communications in view of its cost and insecurity.  

After all, with a  ‘good rhombic’, it was quite feasible to maintain direct communications from ‘somewhere in Buckinghamshire’ with Singapore for at least 18 hours each day!  

Not for the first or last time, the management had missed my point. The reason HF was finished had nothing to do with its long-range communications capability or its cost-effectiveness. It was excellent and always far cheaper than satellite.  

Modern British Government had to have communications on a 24/7 basis with all its resource wherever it might be on the globe. In the context of the classic ALARP (as low as reasonably practicable) risk triangle anything less than 24/7 communications, for whatever reason, clearly lay in the intolerable zone. It was a risk that simply could not be justified except in extraordinary circumstances.  

Once something came along that overcame the risk, there was no option: it had to be adopted. Cost was no object. 

And this was, of course, mobile satellite communications. Yes the management were correct to highlight the risks of satellite, but they could not, or would not, understand that the problem, the intolerable risk to the Government’s communications, was the fact that they were continuing to try to use HF.  

Because, whatever they tried, beyond a limited range, HF would always be held to ransom by Prince Skywaves. And if they could not control the Prince, i.e., by re-establishing a global network of stations, they had to slay him. The mobile satellite terminal was simply the wooden-stake to be driven through his heart. 

The last remnants of the UK Government’s once extensive HF network, or at least that part I worked for, were swept away by 1992; anyone know what that radome on the British Embassy in Athens is for? 
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Search and rescue

Government is not the only organisation that needs global, 24/7 communications of course.   

Much as elements of the Search and Rescue services would probably wish, over the years ships have shown themselves singularly incapable of arranging to sink on a ‘nine-to-five’ schedule within range of T.V. news cameras.  

Therefore, in the context of maintaining safety at sea, the inability to send a distress call 24/7 from a ship to a rescue resource lies in the intolerable zone of the risk triangle. It cannot be justified under all but the most extraordinary circumstance, and that means never.

By the same token, as the principal search and rescue resource at sea is, and always will be, other ships, the inability to contact a rescue resource on a 24/7 basis is similarly intolerable.  

This is, of course, the fundamental (and only!!) premise of SOLAS Chapter IV - regulations initially drafted in 1913 and fundamentally unaltered, which specifically address the failure in communications that took place between the Titanic and its rescue resource, notably the California. 

If you have followed my argument, you will be able to appreciate that once a new technology came along that addressed the paradigm of distress communications, i.e., delivered global, 24/7 communications, then the regulator had no option but to require the use of that technology and abrogate any existing technology that could not fulfil the paradigm.  

In other words, the IMO would have been criminally negligent if it had not adopted the GMDSS as it did, including the removal of MF radiotelegraphy as part of a Global distress communications system. 

SUBHEAD

Altruistic bull****

But I am rather getting ahead of myself and, being honest, this altruistic bull**** about the selection of technologies to enable a ship to fulfil its safety responsibilities is just that: altruistic bull****.  

When it comes to ship-to-shore communications procurement, while the ability to facilitate support to the GMDSS is not completely off the ship owner’s radar – albeit set to the longest range possible, it is hardly the number one priority.  

Certainly it had little or nothing to do with why the original martyrs chose to invest in what was then problematic and extremely expensive satellite technology.

Problematic as it was, these forward thinking owners fully appreciated that global, 24/7 communications was, and is, an essential prerequisite to their business plan.  

For them, any inability to immediately communicate with a ship imposed an intolerable risk. In other words, the costs of being held hostage by Prince Skywaves, or at least some fool in a PTT controlled HF radio station, far exceeded the costs of purchasing and using a satellite terminal.  

And, from there, the rest is history as they say. Poor old Prince Skywaves. Not only had Government driven a wooden stake through his heart, now his true love, the shipping industry was throwing a clove of garlic into his grave for good measure. INMARSAT truly was the HF slayer.

SUBHEAD

The resurrection

But did we rejoice too soon? Have those pesky, kids been up to no good again?  Have they resurrected Prince Skywaves, releasing HF communications from the hole-to-hell?  

Can Buffy, sorry INMARSAT, save us from this evil?  

Well you’ll have to tune in next time to find out, or at least read the adverts in the trade press to see what is now available in the way of ship-to-shore communications.  

What I would say though, while there can be no doubt a ship owner’s first priority must be to ensure 24/7 communications, for commercial if not safety reasons, it does not follow that all communications must be on a 24/7 basis.  

Put another way, in your decision making pay close attention to the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ and to the volume of information that actually needs to be transmitted 1st class, and with it a 1st class price.     

SUBHEAD

Office synergy

There has been a further reformation in marine communications: increasing synergy with office applications.  

That is, and to upset the Editor, there is actually no such thing as a ‘digital ship’. It’s just a quirk of fate that in the marine industry communications happen to be with an office on something that floats and moves.  

Thus, any technology that allows you to communicate with this office, as you would any other office on a 24/7 basis de facto, ensures your communications are out of the intolerable zone, i.e., in the ALARP region of the risk triangle. 

Technology choice therefore boils down to maintaining your own business risk ALARP as a function of the information to be transferred - literally ‘how much’ needs to go 1st class. If this can be achieved cost-effectively with non-satellite technology, then, beyond doubt, this must be the technology of choice.  

It might be worth looking again into the hole-to-hell. You might be surprised what you find.

