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The maritime industry has been slow to embrace Inmarsat Fleet, but it is slowly finding its way onto ships. Tim Power talks to the players 

BODY

One of the enduring characteristics of shipping, and particularly of shipowners, is conservatism. 

Anyone selling technology into this industry would do well to bear this in mind and adjust business plan timescales accordingly. 

The rather mixed reaction to the introduction of Inmarsat Fleet fits the pattern well. 

The comments of Adonis Violaris of Hanseatic Shipmanagement at the Digital Ship Fleet conference, held in January this year, were fairly typical. 

He reported that the master and crew of the vessel on which Fleet 77 was being tried were very happy with the system, but that a number of issues needed to be sorted out, such as accounting, routing and security. 

Mr Violaris concluded that his company was “not prepared to spend too much time and effort on this”. 

In other words, as long as Sat-A terminals work, they will not be replaced. This kind of attitude has, in the past, meant that new Inmarsat products have taken about 2 years to win market acceptance.

SUBHEAD

Why Fleet?

So why should shipowners look at Fleet? 

At one level, Fleet simply does better what previous Inmarsat services have done (provide voice and data communications); at another, the new standards it incorporates provide the basis for a more radical reconfiguration of the relationship between ship and shore. 

What it boils down to is that, linked by new more efficient ship-to-shore communications, onboard computers will progressively become fully integrated nodes in the shipping company’s global network. 

SUBHEAD

Software

There are a growing number of applications available now that make this kind of connection useful. Planned Maintenance Systems are a case in point. These now routinely share data between ship and shore. 

For example, Satpool’s applications replicate all databases offline and synchronise them according to a preset schedule, ensuring the uniformity of data on board and ashore. 

Data transmitted to the shore includes requisitions, which, when approved, are turned into Requests for Quotation (RFQ). RFQs are despatched by email or fax to selected suppliers, quotations compared within the system and the selected RFQ changed into a Purchase Order (PO). 

Once the PO is issued its progress can be monitored not only by the issuing office, but also by the relevant vessel. 

On arrival, the ship’s crew confirms the part’s delivery in the system, providing the audit trail to support settlement of the supplier’s invoice. The process is seamless and avoids the re-handling of data. 

There are plenty of other applications that the technology supports. These include post-fixture systems, electronic charts and safety management systems where timely data sharing between ship and shore is important.

SUBHEAD

Yachting

Given the benefits that these applications would provide to the merchant fleet, it is perhaps surprising to hear that the largest market for Fleet to date is yachting. 

Inmarsat’s Chris Insall confirms this, “The high-end leisure sector has been faster to take up the service and some manufacturers have been concentrating primarily on it”. 

Olivier Poinet, Fleet Product Manager at France Telecom, explains, “Owners of large yachts are typically very successful businessmen with plenty of money. 

“The web is an integral part of the way they do business and they want their yacht to be able to serve as a floating office”. 

Status also plays a part, according to David Frampton of Stratos. “Yacht owners in Florida are always looking for the latest and best. Having the largest dome in the harbour is a big status symbol”. 
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Merchant marine

Mr Insall points out that, although it is moving more slowly, the merchant marine is also adopting Fleet,  “The more recent take-up is visible in the merchant sector, with high-profile operators such as Maersk and P&O Nedlloyd committing to the service.” 

P&O Nedlloyd had been working with Xantic to trial Fleet 77 and was looking at replacing its existing Inmarsat -A terminals to reduce costs while avoid new investment. 

Xantic put forward a turnkey solution based on the hardware and a lease deal, combining Fleet 77 with its messaging service, AmosConnect. As a result, transaction speeds are now six times faster than was previously the case.  

P&O Nedlloyd now has approximately 30 vessels equipped with Fleet. Encouraging a migration from A to Fleet looks like an obvious way to drive adoption, particularly since Inmarsat plans to phase out A by 2007. 

Although it took a year to finalise the deal with P&O Nedlloyd, Xantic’s Fleet product manager, Merijn Bouwman is optimistic about progress, “We now have 500 Fleet 77 installations, a very good result for the first year of operation, and we expect more rapid growth with the arrival of Fleet 55 and 33”. 

Inmarsat agrees. “There have now been well over 1000 Fleet terminals purchased, and around 800 commissioned,” says Mr Insall. “We consider this to be a very solid start in our highly demanding maritime markets”. 

Adrian MacAllister, Head of Product Development at Stratos, which has about 70 Fleet 77 installations, shares his view, “With previous Inmarsat products there was a long period of dormancy, some of which arose from initial teething troubles with the service. 

“The more extensive beta testing of Fleet meant that is has worked properly from the start; this will speed up uptake”. 

SUBHEAD

MPDS


One aspect of the service that it is taking time for operators to get to grips with is the Multiple Packet Data Service (MPDS), sold as an always-on internet connection with costs based on the amount of data transferred rather than on time connected.

According to Stratos’ Mr MacAllister, the first confusion was about cost. 

“Operators calculated the cost of sending 1MB by MPDS and compared it with current costs. The result was that it looked expensive,” he says.

“The assumptions behind the calculation were wrong however, because data moving between ship and shore doesn’t move in a few large chunks but in many small packets. When you do the sums based on actual data transmissions, costs using MPDS are much lower.”

France Telecom is addressing a second concern relating to MPDS: cost monitoring and control. 

“It can be difficult for the operator to know the price of a transmission,” says Ghani Behloul, France Telecom’s Maritime Marketing Manager, “Since it is not always possible to know the size of the data packet being transferred”. 

This is particularly true when browsing the Net, where an unwary user can clock up a bill of US$3 downloading a single web page. 

France Telecom provides an interface manager that both monitors data traffic moving via the Fleet MPDS service and also restricts access to pre-determined IP addresses. 

“For example, these tools can configure the interface so that users go automatically to the company’s intranet, limiting access outside,” says Poinet. 

“These constraints and a traffic log allow merchant vessels to adopt Fleet’s MPDS knowing that they can control usage”.

The fact that MPDS is always on, led to another concern; that the channel might be blocked to emergency traffic by mistake. Stratos has addressed this by providing a caller alert function that tells someone online that an incoming call is waiting. This allows the user to disconnect MPDS and take the call.

SUBHEAD

Fax enhancements

As Mr Insall reports, Inmarsat has made its own enhancements too. 

“As planned, Fleet F77 was recently upgraded to allow group 3 Fax services via dedicated channels,” he says. 

Xantic’s Mr Bouwman says this is an important development that will speed up migration to Fleet.

SUBHEAD

Fleet 33 and 55

Fleet 77 is now being joined by its younger sisters, Fleet 55 and 33. Mr MacAllister believes this will accelerate the market’s uptake. 

“The arrival of 55 and 33 adds choice, which is always enticing to potential buyers,” he says. 

He points out too that 55 offers the same functionality as 77, albeit without complete global coverage (90% of trade routes are covered), at a lower cost and with a smaller antenna. 

The other advantage of 55 is that it does not require GMDSS registration, greatly reducing the administration associated with an installation. Mr Bouwman expects 55 and 33 to be particularly successful with coastguards and yachts.

SUBHEAD

Newbuilds

The rush of newbuildings, particularly among the container shipping lines provides another opportunity for growth. 

“We see the newbuildings as an opportunity to establish Fleet as the standard,” says Mr Bouwman. He knows though that the weight of caution and conservatism will still take some shifting.

