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Making mobile data work
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Mobile package data will spin off a new generation of applications onboard ships. What will it take to make them work? 

Inmarsat Fleet mobile packet data service (MPDS) promises to make many more applications possible running on ships, with its flexibility to send small chunks of data to and from the ship all day long at low cost. 

It is no secret at all that MPDS is still a big mystery to most people in the maritime industry. As the Digital Ship conference in Hamburg proved, where questions are being answered, new ones pop up. There has not been any clear information on prices or concrete future plans of software providers to comply with the new communication channel.

MPDS may spin off a new generation of web-based applications which remotely access the central server that lies ashore. Until now, onboard software has been designed to function locally, on server installed on the ship, with daily synchronisations with the server on the shore handling the updates to and from the replicates.

What are the providers of maritime software to do? They can web-enable their existing software or design entirely new applications, which is an expensive task. They could, however, stick to their existing software and just see how quickly the maritime industry takes to the new service. 

According to Paul Ashton of Xantic, Inmarsat Fleet isn’t about re-designing existing applications, but about creating new applications. Who will pay for the overheads resulting from software development?
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The right applications

Asking the maritime community which kind of applications are desired for use onboard, one is likely to hear the following among them: Real-time e-mail, instant messaging, web-based information retrieval, remote monitoring facilities, shipmanagement software, news services, training tools and electronic charts, real-time positioning and telemedicine.

All of those applications will benefit from Inmarsat Fleet, in either MPDS or ISDN mode. Most of them already exist, designed for the current circuit switched ship-shore communications options. Almost all of them, however, would be most efficient in wide area networking. Making the ship a part of the local area network is the aim: lets extend the corporate intranet to the sea.

In terms of web browsing, the introduction of Inmarsat Fleet does not mean unlimited web access for less money. There is the danger of abuse, with seafarers running up enormous bills from websurfing onboard. 

One solution to this danger is for the onboard web browser to be configured to only be able to access a specific shortlist of websites which provide operational benefits to the vessel with low amounts of ship-shore data transfer. 

For the industry, and that includes anyone who aims to bring his content to the ships via the internet, this also means a challenge to create sites which are light and without or with little graphics, so they don’t cost too much to deliver useful content to the vessel. 

A proxy webserver onboard would permit for certain websites, for instance news services, to be visited by more than one member of staff without costing the ship money for every single visit. It gets rid of the repetitive download of the same site. 

Seafarers would quickly learn to only go to websites which are light on data if they had to pay themselves for the data transfer. There would need to be a simple logging and charging management system could take care of the billing of web access to the crew (if for personal use). All this, however, requires separate facilities or software for crew access.
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Package data for email?

Opinions differ about the use of MPDS for the transmission of e-mail. So far, most e-mails sent from the ship have been batched and sent once a day: MPDS allows e-mail messages to be sent immediately, without running up high costs. 

The size of emails will still be a determining factor of the cost. The receipient can be notified about the size of an e-mail attachment before downloading it, and decide which communication channel he should use. That choice, however, could also be made automatically by the email system itself.

Routine correspondence does not need to be sent instantly. Neither does a ship need access to an e-mail server based ashore. The question is here, whether MPDS will really impact the design of e-mail applications. It may make the cost of data transfer easier to predict and calculate, as well as standardise the billing procedure.
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Session management

It could be suggested that whichever design the applications of the future may have, they need a management tool which organises their use. The maritime industry can take advantage of such technologies developed for land mobile data services, such as GPRS (global package radio service) available via mobile phones.

One company with such technology is Brand Communication is one those. The company is now trying to relate this knowledge to satellite packet data. Brand is talking about its session management tool to be of “open architecture, supporting the wide range of other management services such as data synchronisation, file and software distribution, accounting, security and so on.”

According to Brand, the tool must be independent to the transport layer, i.e. the communication channel. It also needs open external interfaces for the support of multiple applications, i.e. it should be compatible with various application of the same purpose and not be dependent on proprietory licenses. The most basic requirement would certainly be a compatibility with existing systems, which includes operating systems and internet standards.

Furthermore, Brand suggests the session management tool should be scalable and controllable, updateable and easy to expand. Despite its complex structure “it should shield users from the complexities of data communications and be logically consistent with the consumers expectations of service.”

Not only does the session managent tool aim to optimise a connection, it also – as mentioned above – picks up a session which was interrupted by a drop of the connection. It basically memorises where the last point of transfer was and continues from there. It also logs the ‘online’ activity of the remote user.

