TITLE Alternatives to Inmarsat

DECKHEAD Goliath Inmarsat has established its position as the market leader in satellite communications over the last 20 years. Since then, a few Davids have entered the arena. Digital Ship assesses their chances in the fight for maritime business
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CROSSHEAD Globalstar

With network coverage stretching across the whole of the northern hemisphere as well as a large part of the southern, Globalstar hopes to conquer the maritime communications market. The company sees good opportunities, as the industry requires ever more mobility and cost efficiency, which are, in fact, Globalstar’s main selling points.

The company was established in 1991 to deliver satellite telephony services through a network of service providers. Today, Globalstar is working with Vodafone, France Telecom and China Telecom, and has 48 low earth orbiting (LEO) satellites to work for coverage.

Although already covering most offshore areas in the world, the network has only started to provide coverage for the seven seas. Due to high customer demand, the coverage has been stretched across the North Atlantic. Tanker traffic connecting Alaska and the US west coast are now catered for. The Tasman Sea is also provided with coverage throughout.

Globalstar is waiting to launch another gateway in South Africa, which, although already installed, has to be licensed by the South African government. The larger part of central Africa and the Indian subcontinent have remained untouched so far.

To provide solutions for maritime communications, Globalstar has introduced Internet access via handset. Rather than working like a WAP phone, the service enables full Internet access if a terminal is connected. At 9.6 kb/sec the connection is still pretty slow, and if used to large extend, probably rather costly. 

To improve this, the company is working to develop a 56kb/sec connection with one particular customer. Data transmission is fully available in North America, but still in the test phase in Europe. Access to the network is only possible if used in connection with the Globalstar handsets, but SIM cards of other services can be used. At sea, that means as soon as a ship reaches coastal waters, the standard service can be used instead of the more expensive Globalstar.

Despite such developments, Globalstar is still a small player on the market. Also, recent reports of its struggle to attract customers and its financial worries, do not encourage enthusiasm, but with prices that promise lower costs and more mobility than the Inmarsat terminals, for instance, this satellite service at least provides a near-global alternative to the market giant.

CROSSHEAD Iridium

Iridium Satellite LLC likes to underline its new image. Even business partner Stratos is stressing that its global distribution, sales and marketing deal was signed with the new Iridium. Moving away from the $5bn debt that the “old” Iridium left behind, the company is now setting out to market its commercial products.

After three months of excessive quality tests, the “only provider of truly global, truly mobile satellite voice, paging and data solutions” was commercially launched at the end of March this year. The US Department of Defence is already operating communications activities through its own gateway in Hawaii. With complete coverage of the Earth’s oceans, airways and Polar Regions, Iridium delivers communication services to users who need access to and from remote areas. 

The new handset is lighter, smaller and easier to use than any other device on the market, and Iridium’s strategy forecasts the launch of direct Internet access and dial-up data in June, followed by the introduction of short burst messaging data applications later in the year.

66 low-earth orbiting satellites are operated and managed by Boeing Company. The satellite network operations centre based in Leesburg, Virginia and gateway facilities are located in Tempe, Arizona and Hawaii.  

Stratos is one of 13 service providers that have been contracted “to deliver geographic and vertical market coverage” and “to offer worldwide distribution capabilities”. 
For the maritime industry in particular this service promises to provide coverage on every ocean in the world, even in the remotest areas, prices that are much lower than before and the mobility of a cellular phone service that Inmarsat cannot offer. Also, Iridium will not charge for features like roaming and long distance calls, which makes the package attractive for use onboard, at least for voice telephony if you want to believe recent allegations about technical problems that may prevent data transmission on a larger scale.

CROSSHEAD Thuraya
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Caption: Thuraya’s extensive coverage area

Established in the United Arabian Emirates (UAE) in 1997, regional mobile satellite system Thuraya is planning its commercial launch this year. In March, the company announced its latest signing of a service provider agreement with CKM Holding Morocco. It has now extended its area of reach to 99 countries and pretty much covers the Indian Subcontinent, the Middle East, Central and North Africa, Central Asia and Europe.  

The satellite Thuraya-1, which circles in geo-synchronous orbit, was launched in October 2000. The main gateway facility is situated in Sharjah, UAE and functions also as the operation centre for the mobile satellite system. Via national service providers, the company is able to provide seamless coverage throughout the regions mentioned above which is one of the major requirements for well-functioning maritime communications. 

The handset incorporates satellite, GSM and GPS, which enables switching from local, terrestrial networks to satellite whenever needed. Essentially, if a terrestrial signal can be received, the handset, which offers voice, data, facsimile, messaging and location determination, will recognise it. 

Again, mobility and cost efficiency of the handheld terminals are promised to potential customers, but the regional coverage works against the system. Global businesses might shy away from complementing or even substituting the use of a global communications service with a system like Thuraya, unless, of course, it becomes economically viable. 

