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DECKHEAD Is putting mobile phones on cruise ships a good idea?
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In January this year, French company Geolink announced what it claimed was the first ever installation of a GSM (cellular) telephone system onboard a vessel. 

It fitted a trial system onboard Brittany Ferries vessel Val de Loire, running between France and the UK, enabling passengers to use their mobile phones whilst onboard, something which has never been possible before. 

Passengers onboard the vessel can make telephone calls using their normal mobile phones; the calls are routed through a GSM transceiver onboard the vessel, and from there sent back to shore on a ship-shore communications link, probably of a VSAT type. 

Passengers are not aware that their call is being routed through a ship-shore communications link (at least, not until they receive their phone bill); they only need to set up their phones for global roaming. GEOLINK now plans to market its service, dubbed “OCEANCELL,” worldwide to cruise and ferry operators.

The system was set up in partnership with interWAVE Communications Ltd, which provides a GSM “network in a box system,” connecting to Geolink’s VSAT ship-shore communications system.
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Is it a good idea?

All of a sudden, ferry and cruise line operators have another means of earning revenue. They can install GSM systems onboard their ferries, and earn money when the passengers make phone calls. 

As far as pricing goes, they need to compete with the terrestrial GSM networks.  Would a passenger rather wait until the vessel comes to within 10 miles or so of shore and use a terrestrial network, or use the system onboard the vessel?

As far as pricing goes, whether an onboard system would be viable is tricky to establish. As all users know, mobile phone calls from one’s own network can be very cheap, but international roaming on GSM is widely regarded as something of a racket. Phone companies normally charging tariffs of at least $1 a minute, rising to as much as $10 a minute in some areas for international roaming.

Ferry operators could charge $1 a minute for GSM calls from onboard, offer a financially viable service and still make a profit.

Because of the high volume of ship to shore calls, it becomes viable to set up a VSAT (very small aperature terminal) system onboard the vessel, rather than using Inmarsat-B or mini-M (around $3 a minute).

The capital costs for VSAT are extremely high (about $22,000 to purchase an onboard satellite dish, which can be as much as 2.2m in diameter). But ongoing costs are low since satellite power is leased in bulk from the satellite operators.

To create a GSM service onboard, a ship is equipped with a satellite terminal, antennas and a GSM switch, which together allow GSM calls to be made. The satellite bandwidth is provided by a VSAT satellite airtime provider such as Harris or MTN (Maritime Telecommunications Network), as used by the vessel for normal communication purposes. 

The system is very similar to normal roaming, apart from a satellite connection being involved, which, at the end of the day, makes it so expensive.
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Legal and technical problems

There are many legal and technical problems associated with offering GSM services onboard vessels. Roaming agreements have to be made and the billing process needs to be clear and transparent for the customer. 

Firstly, permission needs to be obtained from the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) and probably other regulatory bodies to use the GSM radio frequencies whilst at sea, which can be a time consuming and maybe impossible process.

Secondly, any GSM system onboard a vessel must not interfere with any terrestrial GSM system; once the vessel comes into range of the terrestrial GSM system, the shipboard system must be turned off. 

A detector for a land GSM signal is normally installed as part of the systems onboard, automatically switching off the onboard GSM system.

Most terrestrial GSM operators have paid enormous sums for their licenses to operate a terrestrial service, which the shipping company will not have done; the terrestrial operators are likely to launch expensive lawsuits if the shipboard system encroaches on their territory. 

A further point is that if the shipboard GSM system is operating close to the coast, there is a risk that normal mobile phone calls made by people on land might be inadvertently routed through the shipboard GSM system. 

There have been reports of a man ashore using his mobile and being billed for an expensive roaming call. Of course, such mishaps must be avoided.

A third problem is that calls from the shipboard GSM system must be routed through the international GSM network, which includes functionality to check that a user’s account is still valid and the phone has not been stolen. 

There are many legal problems with this, because the shipping company will not have an (expensive) terrestrial license to operate a GSM system. 

There have been reports of a shipping company operating close to the UK being required to route shipboard GSM calls via the Isle of Man, which has different regulations to the UK. 
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A service to customers

Cruise ships will be under pressure from their customers to provide a GSM service, as usage becomes more ubiquitous. When a business depends entirely on the satisfaction of individual needs, it is difficult to deny valued customers the request for more convenience and comfortability. 

Although on holiday, and trying to get away from the stress on land, cruise customers seem to wish to take their mobile phone with them. It is a movable device, after all, and people have gotten used to having it. 

With roaming facilities available for pretty much every country nowadays and the relevant technology, dual-band or tri-band, a phone can be taken everywhere, subject to the availability of a GSM signal. 
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Services available

At the 2001 Cruise and Ferry exhibition in Olympia, London, satellite communications companies Stratos and Geolink were promoting their systems Cruise Connect and OceanCell, which enable every customer to stay in touch with home in a way they are used to. 


Xantic, formerly Station12 and SpecTec, is planning to launch a GSM cell system in the near future. At the moment, tests are being run to establish whether the service will be commercially launched or not. In any case, the Dutch Army is already using the technology for its purposes.

Stephen Brunskill of Stratos, formerly of BT Aeronautical and Maritime, is convinced of the economic and technical viability of the GSM cell onboard. Cruise Connect, the service offered by Stratos, is available to every cruise liner that is in need of a system like that. The installation is free to the cruise ship company and the ship can expect a share of up to 30% of the cost of every phonecall made or received.

Gail Casale of Harris Communications, on the other hand, does not believe that the use of GSM phones onboard cruise liners is an economically viable option. She says that cruise lines are not that interested in implementing a technology that does not actually generate a great deal of revenue and uses up vital radio bandwidth and satellite power. 

She claims that from a customer’s point of view, it is not a sensible idea to pay large amounts of money just to make a phone call or be available for people to call from onboard the vessel. 

Yet, there are no doubts in her eyes, about the technology working well and with high quality. After all, Harris sells the bandwidth and VSAT system that is used for the satellite link between the GSM cell onboard and the land earth station that connects to the ´home´cell of the customer.

Stratos and Geolink both offer an additional service by renting out handsets to customers that either don’t have one with them or do not own one in the first place. They are billed after the cruise. 

The billing is a bit of a wound spot. It has been argued that the costs can indeed accumulate to horrendous sums which might, despite the promised transparency, cause confusion when the next mobile phone bill comes in. 

Stratos admits to be aware of the high costs of the call while Geolink claims that calls on a GSM phone is less expensive than with the ship’s other communications equipment. 

Nevertheless, P&O Cruises is equipping three of its ships with the system to provide better customer service. At the end of the day, it is down to the individual need of a customer whether he wants to use the service or use the other available communications equipment onboard.

Relevant websites: 

www.brittanyferries.com
www.stratos.ca
www.geolink.fr
www.xantic.net
www.iwv.com (interWAVE)

www.harris.com
www.mtnsat.com
www.pocruises.com
