MAIN HEAD

Seafarer survey – what communications?

DECK HEAD

A Digital Ship survey of 20 serving seafarers in New Delhi found that use of satellite phones onboard ships by seafarers is on the decrease, with seafarers preferring more private cellular calls although they are aware that they are more expensive 

BODY

The survey was conducted in New Delhi amongst 20 seafarers who consisted of 12 engineers and 8 deck officers. 

The seafarers were asked about the means of communications available onboard ships and the different means they use to communicate with their family and friends. 

The seafarers mostly use mobile phones, emails and Inmarsat/satellite phones for keeping in contact with their families and friends on land.  

All the seafarer surveyed used Inmarsat as a means of communication, but the usage rate of Inmarsat for voice communications has decreased, in favour of using cellular phones in ports and e-mail in deep sea. 

The seafarers are using more of cellular phones and emails as a means of communication.  The main reason for this switching over from Inmarsat was the cheaper cost of communication with the use of mobile and email.  

Another reason cited for use of mobile usage was that, the parents and relatives could call the seafarer on their mobile phones; this is difficult in case of Inmarsat because the person making a call on the Inmarsat should know the geographical location of the ship.  This is not the case with email and cell phone. 

Thirdly, when making calls by a cellular phone the seafarer does not have to go to the bridge, he can make it any time of the day irrespective of the time, rate and place.

SUBHEAD

E-mail

Almost 90% of the seafarers who were surveyed used email facilities onboard. The frequency of email usage was almost daily for 50% of the seafarers.  The usage was dependent on the fact whether the e-mail facility was free or paid.  

Companies where the facilities were provided free of charge, seafarers were using e-mail facility almost daily.  

The frequency of e-mail usage was lower with some of the ship management companies, which charged the seafarer some money to access their emails.

E-mail was voted the cheapest mode of communication by the seafarer when compared to mobile phones and satellite phone.  

The only concern was the privacy of email.  Almost all the seafarers were of the opinion that there was a loss of privacy in the email.  

Usually the Captain of the ships opens the emails and there are chances that he or somebody else could read the personal emails.

SUBHEAD

Cellular phones

Surprisingly, use of cellular phones onboard ships seems to be on the increase at the expense of satellite phones, although seafarers are aware that their cellular phones can be more expensive.

With the increasing usage of cell phones world wide, the seafarer community is not far behind.  

The main reasons cited for cell phone usage was connectivity when in ports and coastal areas and convenience. 

The seafarers using cell phones did not have to go to bridge at all times make calls. It also was convenient for the family members to call them and they did not have to worry which country the ship was in. 

The seafarers were using both “pay as you go” and “contract scheme” when using cell phones on board ships.  

The seafarers were divided equally when asked about the payment plan they preferred when using a cell phone.  

Another fact pointed out by the seafarer was that in case they are on the ships which ply in the coastal areas, or lighterage, they generally bought the local cellphone sim card, as it was cheaper to make calls from local cellular phone service provider then to use international roaming.

The average communications cost with a cell phone was about $1.5-2 per minute and around $10 as monthly charges, plus $100-120 per month communications costs.  

This increase has come on the expense of the amount, which was earlier spent by the seafarer on the use Inmarsat/ satellite phone use 

Subhead

Satellite phones 

Almost 80% of the seafarers were of the view that they would go in to subscribe a service which would provide them connectivity when in deep sea also, such as Iridium and Globalstar, but they were concerned about the high call charges they would have to pay when using such facilities.  

Almost 90% of seafarers had heard about Iridium and Globalstar, but had never used such service for communication, as they were very expensive.

Inmarsat is still most popular means of communication for seafarer. Satellite phones and e-mail were the only means of communication available with the seafarers, when they were in deep sea.  

Inmarsat/satellite phones scored on E-mails on the privacy issue.  Only concern was that the seafarer had to wait for the off-peak time on the satellite phones.  

Seafarers prefer two ways communication as compared to one-way communication through e-mail.  

Another major concern of the seafarer was the service charge levied by some of the ship management companies on Inmarsat/satellite phone usage onboard ship.

Now a popular communication system on board has been Mini-M where the rates are as low as $1.5 per minute 24 hours a day.  

There are no peak and off peak and is accessible at all times to the seafarer by means of prepaid cards. This has made this service very popular amongst the seafarer.

Almost all the seafarers believed that the communications costs onboard ships were high and there is need of cheaper modes of communications.

