AND offers free crew calling terminal 

http://www.and-group.com/telco/whatsnew.cfm
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Caption: the AND crew calling terminal 

UK company AND, which provides outsource service support to vessels, is offering to install crew calling and communications terminals free of charge onboard vessels. 

At present, the service is offered using a dedicated Inmarsat mini-M terminal, with calls charged at $2.50 per minute. However, the application would clearly work well over an Inmarsat Fleet terminal.

The cost of the terminal is an estimated $10,000; AND undertakes to cover this cost itself, recouping the investment from airtime revenues earned by the terminals. 

For comparative purposes, the CrewLink project, supported by the International Transport Workers Federation, charges $1.85 per minute for telephone calls over Inmarsat mini-M. However the shipping company is normally expected to cover the cost of installing a CrewLink terminal (around $2,000) and no e-mail or data services are yet provided via CrewLink.

Most LESOs (land earth station operators) have a book rate of around $2 per minute for calls over mini-M, which means that AND must cover the cost of installing the equipment, and make its profit, from the $0.50 per minute differential. That's a lot of telephone calls required to recoup its $10,000 investment. 

Surprisingly however, AND does believe that it may be able to reduce the $2.50 rate. "We'll drop it as soon as the call volume increases," says a spokesman. 

AND undertakes to fit a terminal on "just about any" ship; however it fully expects the service will prove far more popular on some ships than others. No commitment is required from the shipowner, to have a terminal installed. 

AND hopes that by covering the cost of the terminal itself, it will be a very easy decision for shipping companies whether to install a terminal or not. The company fully expects that it will take time for its infrastructure to be implemented, as the system is gradually implemented. 

A main objective is to provide seafarers with an alternative from the current scratch telephone cards, both for onboard the ship and for terrestrial use. An AND survey found that the average crewmember spends $88 a month on scratch cards, the company says, and many seafarers were being ripped off. 

AND was established in 1974 by a group of maritime engineers, as a specialist consultancy and supplier in maritime communications, engineering and maintenance. Services include managing supply of spare parts, managed maintenance and accountancy. It looks after a "large" number of vessels. 
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The terminal

The communications terminal includes a handset (for telephone calls), a touch screen and a keypad. Facilities offered, which are all paid for using the prepaid cards, include telephone calls, e-mail, letters home, purchase gifts (chocolate, flowers, lingerie), buy lottery tickets, peruse up to date news (both international and home news), receive training courses and peruse documentation. 

Seafarers can also surf the web and play computer games, all privately, without any risk of interfering with the ship's equipment. There is no risk to the shipping company and no accounting headache. AND suggests that the terminal could even be used as a back-up communications device if the main ship's communication system fails in an emergency. 

The letters home service is of particular interest to seafarers whose friends and family do not have access to the internet. It replicates a ship's letter facility which has long been a maritime tradition.  

Seafarers can write a letter using the terminal, which is then e-mailed back to AND and posted from a location near to the letter's final destination. For example, if the letter is going to Europe, it is printed and posted from AND's base in the UK, but if it is going to the Philippines, it is printed in the Philippines and posted from there. This delivery mechanism improves both delivery speed and reliability.  

AND supplies the vessel with a number of cash cards, which they can use on the terminal; they purchase these from the ship's master. The terminal clearly explains exactly what everything is going to cost before the seafarers buy it.

AND has formed relationships with companies selling chocolates, flowers and lingerie online, so that seafarers can purchase these items using the card; AND will then repay the vendor. 

The e-mail software has compression on it, to make sure that the message uses the minimum possible amount of memory. 

The equipment has been specially designed to be as reliable and maintenance free as possible, built to similar specifications as the internet terminals currently provided in railway stations and public street telephone kiosks. The screen has toughened glass and the telephone has robust construction. It securely mounted to the floor or wall.

