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Crew calling

DECK HEAD

Inmarsat and associates are looking to get a considerable slice of what they regard a huge market. But what are they going to do about it?
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caption: what does it take to give seafarers communication facilities?
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To start a crew calling seminar with the saying “Seafaring is like going to prison, just with the added danger of drowning” is certainly not encouraging, but that’s what it is all about. Crews are isolated from the life ashore for ever-increasing lengths of time, and their needs as family people and social creatures must be considered.


Andrew Elliott, secretary of the International Committee for Seafarer Welfare (ICSW), speaks about his organisation’s view on crew calling. He says the issue is of such great importance because “what we are talking about here is quality of life. Seafarers should be given the facilities we take for granted.” 

One initiative that the ICSW is involved with is CrewLink, an ITF (International Transport Workers Federation) project with support from land earth station provider Stratos. CrewLink was originally planned to be a combined terminal for both voice and email use, but has been reconsidered to be for voice only (for the time being). “E-mail is not actually what seafarers want, they want voice communications,” according to Mr Elliott.

The terminals are being installed onboard vessels at the moment, and the take-up is very good, he says. And of course, the initiative is hoping for some revenue to come back, expected after five years or so.

To demonstrate the severity of the problem, Mr Elliott brings up the example of the Rotterdam port, which is especially designed for commercial cargo exchange. The nearest seafarer centre is miles away from where the ships can dock, and there is no public transport to enable seafarers to pay the centre a visit. And this is not an exceptional but has become normality.


Thus, terrestrial phones are no valid option anymore with the times at port getting shorter, the crew not allowed to leave the ship. And if they are they might experience a general lack of facilities anyway.


GSM phones with roaming seem to be an obvious choice for seafarers, but the charges are not only high, but impossible to predict as they depend on all sorts of variables. The use onboard is (and needs to be) restricted as a signal is only obtainable up to ten miles off the coast. 

Also, there is a considerable safety risk as distraction from work duties might be higher and the phones can disturb vital ship equipment. It is even said that a tank can explode on interference with mobile phone signals. Nevertheless, GSM phones onboard have become reality.


Inmarsat equipment is onboard in case, but meant to be used for operational purposes only. It is also still quite expensive. Another issue is privacy; which is not given when communications have to be handled from the bridge.


The estimated market for crew communications, according to Mr Elliott, is massive and, so far, largely untapped. There are between 1.2 and 1.6 million seafarers in the world, plus the huge community associated. “We are talking 5-10 million people altogether,” he says.

ITF, ISF (International Shipping Federation), welfare agencies and even ILO (International Labour Organisation) all preach that seafarers should be able to communicate like they are at home, and the issue of crew calling has become a political as well as a commercial issue.


“Nobody in seafarer welfare doubts the need for crew calling. But why has it taken so long for the industry to respond to this? We should all be a little sad and ashamed that it has taken so long to achieve,” he says. 


One could speculate that the reason for this delay is Inmarsat’s partners’ lack of co-operation, or the fact that Inmarsat has still got a monopoly-like position in the market of satellite communications.


Perhaps, with Iridium’s apparently growing health and growing portfolio of products and services, there may be more cause for new solutions now.


Andy Fuller of MarineWorks, the company operating the CrewLink system, says: “It is the perception out there that Iridium is cheaper than Inmarsat. If Inmarsat is not solving the crew calling issue, Iridium will eat our lunch.”

Andrew Craig-Bennett of Wallem Shipping speaks on behalf of the ship managers and clearly confirms the fears of Mr Fuller. Mr Craig Bennett says “Loyalty is lovely, but if I don’t pay my officers enough money, they are off to someone else. Loyalty is hard to generate, it is an economic rule that you find the best deal.”


Asked how many good guys there are amongst ship owners/managers, Andrew Craig-Bennett says that one third is in the bad guy category (with suggestions from the audience that he is putting it politely). He names P&O Nedlloyd as far up on the good guy scale, but Wallem making an effort to be there, too. But no doubt, “there is an awful lot of not very nice ships out there.”


Ken Cornforth of the Mission to Seafarers complains about the lack of pre-paid card facilities onboard. “Despite all the adverts in Digital Ship, I have never seen a terminal that accepts pre-paid cards onboard,” he says. Also, these cards have to made universal, which means that LESOs must co-operate more to generate systems. 

On the other hand, David Walker of Inmarsat reckons that  “pretty much every ship out there today has got a facility that can be accessed by pre-paid cards.” LESOs have apparently invested heavily in these systems.

Brian Mullan of Inmarsat says: “Surely there is enough intelligence in this room to find a solution how to grow the pie without constantly bickering about the size of our individual slice.” Referring to the universal solution for pre-paid cards (as they only go with a terminal provided by a particular LESO) he suggests it should be possible to co-operate. 

SUBHEAD crew calling study


Carl Bennett of Gilmour Research presents the findings of a crew calling study his company conducted on behalf of Inmarsat. He says: “It is easy to get the impression that ship owning and crew calling are far removed from each others. Also, the officers’ needs seem to be over-riding” 


On the ships questioned, there were almost no crew facilities. Only four percent had separate equipment in the crew quarters. Often, only officers can use the equipment on the bridge for personal phone calls.


Eleven percent of captains / officers have communications equipment in their own cabin, which is used primarily for operational purposes.

Clearly, “the ship’s bridge is not the place for a lot of chattering” and social communication needs to be placed somewhere else.


According to the study, the crew is expecting to spend ten percent of their salary on communication, but they need a transparency of cost. Salary deduction of communication cost is a total waste of skill and time when over-qualified staff is standing there with a stop-watch listening to other people’s problems, says Mr Bennett.

The average spending on communications at the moment is $100 per month amongst officers and $88 amongst the crew. At least half of the crews examined are not allowed to use the ship’s communications equipment, however. What do they spend their money on?


The study has also found that two thirds of owners would pay for separate communications equipment, the average willing to pay up to $1000, and some even up to $5000.


The seafarers themselves want to double their airtime, but cannot or don’t want to pay much more than they do already.


Mobile phones seem to be a real alternative at the moment, although they are very expensive and inconvenient and in some cases, i.e. on tankers, dangerous to use. Generally, they are not allowed on the bridge and on deck, but altogether, almost 80 percent of seafarers have access to a mobile phone.


Gilmour Research estimates that the market size for crew calling is likely to be $1.2 billion per year. The only solution to address it is to work with the welfare agencies and co-operate with each other, to keep unit prices low and promote the services actively.

