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Satellite telephone company Globalstar doesn't even give you a phone number. We found out a little more

BODY

Globalstar, which launched its satellite telephone system earlier this year, doesn't even give its clients a telephone number. In fact, it barely deals with its own clients directly. All of its business is handled through its network of mobile phone companies.

To use Globalstar, you simply purchase a Globalstar telephone for about $900; a special maritime phone is available for $2700. Then you put your SIM card from your cellular phone inside the Globalstar telephone.

You can use the Globalstar telephone to make calls with your cellular network operator, the same as you do with a normal mobile phone. But if the cellular network is not available for any reason, or if you are out of range, the call is automatically diverted through the Globalstar network. 

The call through Globalstar will cost around $1.50 a minute, marginally more than you pay when roaming with your cellular phone. This compares with  Inmarsat mini-M, which costs around $3 per minute.
SUBHEAD

A simple set-up

This set up makes the Globalstar network extremely accessible, and is likely to greatly encourage the roll-out of the service. Anybody who occasionaly travels out of the reach of conventional cellular communication, either by being at sea, mountain climbing or just wanting a backup service in case cellular fails, would see the benefits of making the one-off payment for a Globalstar telephone. Once the equipment is available on the vessel or the car glove compartment, it is likely to be used. 

There are no tricky decisions to make about whether to sign up for a service; virtually everybody has an account with a mobile telephone company these days and this account can easily be crossed over to a Globalstar phone. There are no ongoing charges to use the satellite telephone. You don't even have a new telephone number which you need to tell people about. 

The system works seamlessly for both incoming and outgoing calls. If somebody tries to call you, and you can't be reached through the cellular network, instead of diverting the call to voicemail, the system tries to find you through the Globalstar network instead. 

When making a call out, the call is automatically diverted through a cellular network, if there is one available. If there is no cellular network, the call is automatically sent through Globalstar. 

There are no complicated billing arrangements. You receive the bill from your cellular network operator, the same way you always do; as well as calls made through other cellular operators (roaming), the bill will list calls made through Globalstar. All the money is paid directly to your cellular operator. 

The terminals themselves are much larger than conventional cellular terminals, although not that much bigger; they weigh only 350 g with an average length of about 16 cm. Whilst it would not fit in a trouser pocket, it would certainly fit comfortable in a handbag, jacket pocket, automobile glove compartment or vessel somewhere. 

SUBHEAD

A limited coverage

The problem with Globalstar from a maritime point of view is that it does not provide global coverage. Globalstar communications are available in a circular area of 3000 km diameter around each gateway ground station. 

The company currently has gateways installed and operational in Aussaguel (France), Clifton (Texas), Beijing (China), Smith Falls (Canada), Bosque Alegre (Argentina), Yeoju (Korea), Presidente Prudente (Brazil), Delareyville (South Africa), Avezzano (Italy), Dubbo (Australia) and Los Velasquez (Venezuela). It plans 22 gateways to be operational during this year, and 40 to be operational in total.

Through these gateways, terrestrial service is already available in Spain, Poland, Holland, USA, Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, UK, France, Belgium,  Portugal, Morocco, Germany, Italy, Australia, China and Russia. 

The reason for this set-up is the simple way the system has been designed. The satellites function as a simple repeater; they receive the radio signal from the mobile phone and bounce it back down to a ground station. The satellites are orbitting at approximately 1000 km above the earth; this means that the phones will only work when they are within 1,500 km from a gateway station. 

The Globalstar system differs from the other mobile satellite networks, ICO, Inmarsat and Iridium. The ICO and Inmarsat satellites are much farther away from the earth (10,000 km for ICO and 36,000 km for Inmarsat); this means that each gateway station has a much wider coverage area. The Iridium satellites were also low earth orbitting (about 1,000 km altitude) but had complex and expensive technology installed on them which bounced a signal from satellite to satellite.

A positive side effect of this system set-up is that the calls are incredibly clear and any delays are greatly reduced, because they do not have to travel so far as radio waves. The radio wave only needs to travel 2,000 km between the mobile telephone and the gateway. 

An Inmarsat call, by contrast, is transmitted 72,000 km in total as a radio wave, going up to the satellite and back down again. Although the radio wave travels at the speed of light, there is still a delay and plenty of opportunity for interference, as many people have found trying to send faxes through the network. The interference and delay upsets the delicate interchange of protocols between the sending and receiving faxes, resulting in the transmission being terminated midway.

The Globalstar network obviously cannot carry communications from the middle of the high seas. But there are many areas of the world where the telephones can be used for communications from ships. It guarantees to provide service within about 500 km from the coast of any country where it provides terrestrial service (see list above). 

A large amount of ocean is actually covered by being under 1,500 km from a gateway; for example, it undertakes to provide a service all the way to Iceland from the gateway in France. Globalstar could also be used for telephone calls whilst the vessel is in a port, particularly when the cellular network coverage is unavailable, poor, expensive or the wrong standard. 

Globalstar might well prove most useful when sending faxes; because its satellites are closer to the earth than Inmarsat's, it is conceivable that the fax sending will be much clearer, and hence more reliable. Globalstar fax machines are already available for around $2,000; at rates of $1.50 per minute, it will currently cost about $2 to send one page fax through the network, with datarates of 9,600 kbps soon to be available. 

Globalstar has developed a special maritime terminal, incorporating a separate antenna and handset. The antenna can be housed on the roof of the vessel, so that the mariner does not have to go out on the deck to make a telephone call. However the handset itself can be removed from the unit, and it has its own built-in antenna, so if the seafarer goes wandering about on the ship he can take the terminal with him. 

The company does not envisage that seafarers use it to replace Inmarsat. Rather, they can use it as a complement to Inmarsat. "The maritime marketing is arranged around niches which Inmarsat cannot address," comments Frank Guinard of Globalstar. 

SUBHEAD

Just like Inmarsat

The business model Globalstar has adopted is very similar to Inmarsat. All of the gateways (ground satellite dishes) are owned and operated by cellular network operators (mobile phone companies). In return for their investment in the gateway, the cellular operators take a cut out of all the Globalstar revenues from calls made through the gateway. 

The cellular network operators have an incentive to sell Globalstar telephones in the region their gateway station covers; the more Globalstar traffic which goes through their gateway, the more money they make. 

All of the pricing is managed by the cellular network operators, meaning that the pricing will vary by geographical region. The network operators purchase airtime from Globalstar in bulk and then sell it to end users by the minute. 

There are differences of opinion in the industry about whether this model is the best one. Many commentators argue that this arrangement has caused Inmarsat much grief; having very little control over the sale of its products to the end users decreases the control the company has over its business and hence its efficiency, some argue. Satellite operator ICO chose to go down the opposite route, owning all of its gateway stations and managing pricing centrally. 

