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Globalstar, which operates a low earth orbiting mobile satellite communications system, is gradually gearing up its service for the maritime industry, offering calls for USD $1.50 per minute, using phones with a list price of $1,200-$1,500 but which can actually retail for as little as $600 each. 

During the 2nd quarter of this year, two (unnamed) American cruise ship companies installed Globalstar phones, initially for crew use in an emergency, with a view to possibly making the phones available for passenger use. Shipping line Alaska Tankers has installed Globalstar phones on vessels running between Alaska and the US West Coast. 
 
 A three man crew of the yacht North Star recently sailed across the Atlantic from the US East Coast to the Azore Islands (900 miles West of Portugal). They used their Globalstar phones the whole way to make voice phone calls and send e-mails, including digital photographs sent as e-mil attachments. 
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A growing business

The company announced 51,600 customers at the end of July this year, increased from 40,000 subscribers at the end of March this year, and well on the way to being equal with Inmarsat’s estimated 100,000 subscribers. The biggest growth is in Russia, the US, Brazil and Venezuela. 


 The company scored a further coup in May this year, when it appointed Olof Lundberg as chairman and acting CEO. Mr Lundberg was founding director general / CEO of Inmarsat in 1979, holding onto that position for 15 years; indeed Inmarsat named its large conference room (venue for many Digital Ship events) after him.

Mr Lundberg set up mobile satellite communications company ICO when it was still a project of Inmarsat. When ICO was spun off into a separate company (and an Inmarsat competitor), he left to become its chairman and CEO. Now Digital Ship understands that there are plans to rename the Inmarsat conference room. 

The finances are a long way from being in shape though; gross revenue in the second quarter of this year was $2.3m, up 13 per cent from the previous quarter, whilst net losses for the quarter was $145m. Staffing is being reduced to an absolute minimum of 175 employees. 
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So what does it offer?

The company does not expect customers to switch from Inmarsat to Globalstar overnight, but hopes that changes will happening gradually. “For the short to medium term we realise that going head on into the core Inmarsat market is really tough to crack,” says spokesman Mac Jeffery. 

“Where we do have a very competitive edge is around the edges of the market,” he says. “We offer people with slightly narrower needs with an economically viable alternative.” 

“We think Globalstar could be appropriate for the crew, for personal calls,” he says. “We are very much cheaper. It would take a couple of months for a Globalstar phone to pay for itself.”

Whilst Globalstar may not be the right system for absolutely mission critical communications, its quality of service is quite good. “Connectivity typically runs at 95 per cent, when you can dial a number and get through the first time,” says Mr Jeffery. 

“The percentage time you can stay connected without a dropped call for ten minutes is 93 per cent. We regularly run quality tests. We’ve set ourselves a little above what cellular service providers aim for.”

Crucially, Globalstar does not offer completely global coverage (see coverage map); this is because of the way the calls are bounced up to the low earth orbiting satellites and back down to earth. 

But the company does not believe that the limited coverage compromises its economical viability. “On the commercial side, the vast majority of communications traffic is within 2 miles of someone’s shore,” he says. 

Moving out of the coverage area, it does not mean that the calls are suddenly cut off; it means that the quality of service gradually reduces, with more chance of dropped calls or not being able to get through. 

Globalstar is proud of the fact that it makes much more data bandwidth available for voice (9.6 kbps) than Inmarsat (typically 4.8 kbps) and Iridium (2.4 kbps). “We use a very high bit rate on our voice channel so its a much clearer voice than most other systems,” says Mr Jeffery.

The system is very good for data communication; it uses a communication system called CDMA (Code Division Multiple Access), which is very data friendly, the company says. 

Globalstar can also handle packet switched data. There is no handshaking time when setting up a call, so it is viable to use the system for sending short alerts (for example, a position report). Data only connection devices are available. 

By using multiple lines, it is possible to get much faster communications; trials have been held sending data at as fast as 200 kbps. Although obviously the cost would increase, it would not necessarily increase proportionally to the number of lines, with bulk buying discounts being possible. 

Because it is communicating with a low earth orbiting satellite (around 600 km orbit), rather than an Inmarsat-type geostationary satellite (36,000 km orbit), there is much less delay in the call. Delay can cause enormous problems in data communication, because it confuses the computers involved. 

Satellite communications hardware company SeaTel has plans to produce a rugged maritime antenna for Globalstar. A normal desk phone can be plugged into it; it can be plugged into a telephone switchboard on the vessel. 

