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Wi-fi data in ports 

DECK HEAD

Many years of thought have gone into clever ways to get cargo and people onto ships. Its time that the same level of thought goes into getting data onto ships. How about wi-fi networks in ports? By Steve Harding 

NB VIVIAN – ths is a very personal “opinion” type column, so I think Steve’s picture should go right at the top, larger, with Steve Harding in bigger text, like in daily newspapers

BODY 


According to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary, a porthole is ‘an aperture for admission of light and air, or (formerly) for pointing cannons through’.  

While I might disagree with the lexicographers in the detail, evidence suggests ships are still more than willing to point cannons at others, the function of a port remains, as always, the means through which one discrete domain, the ship, transfers commodities to another, the shore perhaps. 

Now lets take a look at the different ports we use for ship shore communications. 
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Ro-ro ships

Recently I had cause to spend a day on Marico Marine’s research vessel, the FPV Morven, at the SEAWORK 2003 exhibition in Southampton.  

Now I’ve never been one to take much interest in ships.  After all, they’re only oversized trucks or buses and the thought of going anywhere on the QE2 is marginally less appealing than using South West Trains to commute to London Waterloo!  

Nonetheless, as the tide in Southampton Water reached its peak, along with most of the other visitors to the show I found myself drawn to a slowly approaching monstrosity with the aesthetic qualities of a derelict Wal-Mart store.  

However, perhaps alone, it was the two ships in convoy behind the Oriana that personally fascinated as they represent what I do find interesting: how technology shapes the shipping industry. 

They were large, roll-on roll-off (Ro-Ro) carriers.

Judging by the condition of the paintwork, both had been hard at work.  As an ex-Radio Officer, it was poignant to see there were still insulators hanging forlornly from the aerial masts; presumably a resourceful crewmember had liberated the copper wire some time previous in an exchange for something far more useful!  

By far the most prominent physical feature on the ships, though, was the large ramp on the stern akin to the bascules of Tower Bridge.  

Within minutes of the securing of the last shoreline, this ramp had been lowered, anything and everything on wheels, and some things I never believed you could put on wheels smoothly moving in and out of the ship’s hold.  While I never saw them leave, it could be anticipated the ships would sail on the next flood.  

The Ro-Ro stern ramp is simply a specialist form of port as per the definition given earlier.  

There isn’t anything particularly new or novel in their application; they were widely used by the armed forces during the Second World War.  

However, what has characterised the technology’s development, and the ships so fitted, has been an increase in size permitting a far higher throughput to/from the ship domain while establishing a harmonised transportation vehicle, the wheel, to render the ship-shore interface transparent in the logistics link.  
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Different connection points

Nevertheless, ships do not, nor can they use the same connection point to transfer all commodities between domains.  

While the Southampton harbour Pilot may have entered the ship using the stern ramp, it is more likely he or she did so using the small hatch approximately 10 metres above the water line.  

In other words, when it comes to the design and operation of physical ports, the Ro-Ro owner accepts that the technology applied must vary through the voyage cycle.  And, notwithstanding those stern ramps are heavy, reduce deadweight, are hellishly expensive to install and maintain and only used infrequently, the investment is more than justified by the savings made in reducing the time required to link the ship and land domains. 

I suggest we are on the point of seeing something similar in ship-to-shore communications.
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Using your comms options

The mystic that surrounds marine radio has never particularly seduced me.  

Once you’ve cut away the lies used to justify charging the owner a premium for the same radio equipment he or she could probably obtain from Staples, it reduces to no more than the transfer of a commodity from one point of space to another. 

That the commodity happens to be intangible data and not lumps of coal does not alter the fundamental: the paradigm to resolve is to ensure optimum efficiency in transportation. 

And if this can be achieved through a visit to Staples, why not! 

A point I’ve made previously in these articles is the industry’s fixation with a ‘single system’ solution for the ship’s communication port. 

True it had to suffer the burden of having this imposed by the regulatory authorities for many decades. 

However, even since that yoke was broken by Inmarsat, with certain exceptions there has been little attempt to move out of the box.  

There are many advantages in this philosophy, of course.  

No complications with budgeting.  No need to remember or otherwise apply different identify numbers to contact the ship depending upon the system applied.  

And, above all, who can be bothered with all that nonsense of dealing with multiple quirks in the transmission structure between different systems?  
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TCP/IP = data communications standard

No more.  In the same way that wheels ensure anything can be transported by Ro-Ro across the globe, TCP/IP provides an equivalent for data.

If data can be formatted for transmission over the internet, and all data can, the world is your oyster.

This has been recognised by Inmarsat, of course, the Fleet family providing a standard ISDN/ADSL connection suitable for internet access to ships so equipped.

Unfortunately, while a step-change in technology, Fleet is not without flaws.  Most service providers charge pro-rata for the time the connection is in use and/or data transferred, and with only 64 kbps available, while it is feasible to send large data files, prepare to wince on sighting the bill. 

What appeals to the modern data manager is a communications port that offers continuous, broadband internet access effectively free at the point of consumption.  

V-Sat operators promote this model, but does it fulfil the ship-shore data transport paradigm remembering that, generally speaking, you have to pay for the V-Sat service whether you use it or not?  

If your ship is a glorified shopping mall whose customers are prepared to pay a premium, probably. 

If not, that’s a lot of capital tied up doing nothing particularly given a ship’s data throughput is largely determined by the voyage cycle, i.e., increases as it approaches harbour and vice versa.  
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Communications in port

Suggesting, at least, if the owner is prepared to differentially invest in physical port technology, different designs of hatches and ramps on each ship, a similar philosophy should apply to the data port.  

What data port technology may be used in harbour that might not find an application further afield?

A physical line could be used.  Some harbour authorities provide this, but with few ship builders forward thinking enough to provide a standard connection for this purpose in the hull, this does not appear to be practicable particularly given the environment.

Alternatively there is the GSM phone; are there any ships out there not now fitted with a GSM phone?  

The utility of this technology continues to develop, and few coastlines are not within its coverage. 

While cheaper than Inmarsat, its data throughput is not much greater than that of Fleet although it is worth noting, on grounds of ‘if you can’t beat them join them’, suppliers are providing combined Iridium/GSM handsets, dual-port if you like to take full advantage of the complementary technologies.

The big breakthrough for shipping could be the maturing of high bandwidth, short range wireless technology.  This could be the so-called third generation mobile phones or, more likely I suggest, radio LAN technology sometimes known as Wi-Fi.  

By way of an example, the latter has already proven invaluable to Morven in the conduct of vessel traffic service (VTS) survey and supervision duties.  

VTS radar is far superior to ships’ radar; but a ship is far better placed than VTS to visually monitor ship movements.  Solution: connect the VTS radar to the ship using a wireless LAN!

With respect, though, that’s not much use to the ship owner.  However, if you can connect the ship’s navigation system to a VTS server, as has been achieved on the Morven, you can equally connect the ship’s data port to an INTERNET server.  

In fact, such is the bandwidth available with the latest generation of, off-the-shelf wireless LANs available from, one assumes, the likes of Staples, you can do both at that same time without causing interference to the independent applications  

And once connected to the INTERNET through a shore-based wireless LAN, who needs to pay satellite operator’s fees?  Answer: no one!  

While it may appear inefficient to install ship-shore data communications equipment on ships that, at best, can only be used in, or close to harbour, it must not be forgotten that this is the norm for the ship’s physical ports.  And the bigger the data port, the bigger the cannon that can be pointed through, and the quicker that enemy called bureaucracy can be tamed. 

