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Pole Star Space Applications has doubled its business for vessel and container tracking every month since February. We found out how they do it

BODY

Pole Star Space Applications, which operates the Purplefinder vessel tracking product, is going through a bit of a growth spurt. In fact, it has doubled the business every month from February to July this year. It recently signed up the entire Maersk fleet for vessel tracking services. 

Under the leadership of Darrel Sheinman, previously a New York commodity trader, the business has grown from a staff of 3 to 17 people in two years. The company is about to complete a second round of funding, with investment from a large corporate investor and internet venture capitalists. 

SUBHEAD

An internet strategy

A great deal of the success of Pole Star can be attributed to its webcentric business strategy. Whilst there are many companies currently touting vessel and container tracking services, Pole Star probably places far more emphasis on the web aspects of its service than the others.

Pole Star has developed a number of internet tools that can be used to monitor and manage vessels. The shipping company can see the position of vessels on a map. From the same application, they can send and receive short messages from the vessel, via the same satellite system that is used to carry the tracking data. They can monitor the history of the vessel movements or calculate if it looks likely to arrive on time. 

The beauty of the Pole Star application is that it is not confined to usage from the Pole Star site. Shipping companies can incorporate the Pole Star tool on their own websites, or their clients' websites. The tracking system is still managed and hosted on the internet by Pole Star, but it appears to be part of the shipping company's site.

Pole Star positions itself in the market as an "Application Service Provider," building software applications which run over the internet. Managing director Darrell Sheinman likes to call it a "Wireless Application Service Provider," taking in account how it incorporates wireless communications (i.e. from the vessel to the shore and vice versa) into the system.

SUBHEAD

A choice of wireless networks

Pole Star is virtually unique among companies that offer satellite tracking services in that it is not confined to working with any particular satellite company. It can build systems that use Inmarsat, Orbcomm and even GSM and MOBITEX, depending on what is most suitable for the client.

This is a very important factor, because there are many advantages and disadvantages of the different systems and very few companies independent enough to explain what they are. 

It is a little known fact that if a vessel is fitted with a GMDSS system over Inmarsat-C, it is possible to monitor the position of the vessel from shore without even sending an engineer onto the vessel to set up the system. 

Pole Star can download a short piece of code into the system from shore, which instructs the GMDSS system to send the company a position report at specified intervals. This position report can then be incorporated into the Pole Star system. 

Building a vessel tracking system from scratch can prove cheaper using Orbcomm rather than Inmarsat, because the cost of the devices to be fixed onboard the vessel are currently cheaper. 

Depending upon the customer application, Pole Star will direct their users to the most appropriate service. For example, Orbcomm has a reliable and very low latency (fast transmission) service when the transceiver is used in a static environment where good satellite visibility is guaranteed, whilst Inmarsat services might be offered for highly mobile and remote applications. Terrestrial networks such as MOBITEX would be offered for applications with a heavy text-messaging load. 

At this point, there is only one Inmarsat Land Earth Station Operator (LESO) which offers the Inmarsat D+ service and that is Station 12. This company has been so impressed with Pole Star that it actually resells the Purplefinder service onto its own clients. 

SUBHEAD

Container and truck tracking

Part of Pole Star's strategy is to build on the contracts it has with container shipping lines such as Maersk, CSX and Hapag Lloyd, to provide tracking services for trucks and other vehicles involved in the container transport chain.

The company is keen to tap into the massive growing demand for shipment tracking data. "Many companies are selling things and promising that they will be delivered in an hour," says Mr Sheinman. "Now you have more of a need to know where it is."

However, Mr Sheinman is cynical about whether satellite container tracking can ever really work. "I don't believe container tracking is fully possible," he comments. "There are still problems getting a power supply to the tracking unit on the container; the tracking also doesn't work if the unit doesn't have a line of sight to the sky. However, we are always looking at ways to surmount these issues."

SUBHEAD

Messaging functionality

An important component of its asset tracking system is the functionality to send short text messages over the satellite network, providing an alternative communications means to telex. On land, the messages can be put together using the same online interface. Currently 50 per cent of the traffic through the PurpleFinder system is messaging. 

Having all these tools at their disposal is something shipping companies really like, Darrell Sheinman says. "People say that they've never been their vessels tracked on maps before," he comments. "They like being able to talk directly to the captain and receive replies." 

Pole Star stresses that it does not intend to compete head to head with established maritime messaging companies, such as GN Comtext. However, the messaging functionality does make a very useful complement to its vessel tracking services. 

