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Web access at sea
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Technology is building a foundation for a change in shipping. But will seafarers be able to surf the internet onboard commercial ships any time soon?

What we have known on shore for quite a while now, is still an unusual standard for use from onboard vessels. E-mail and internet facilities are even being introduced in airplanes, but shipping is – once again – behind the developments elsewhere. The reasoning for this may be easy: it just hasn’t been economical to have internet access onboard, and operations may not necessarily require this technology.

With the advent of MPDS, things are said to change. Well, at least that’s the united voice of the satellite providers. But whether this will really change the way of life and work at sea, only the future will show. So far, we can debate the theoretical and technical aspects of it, but not the impact this new technology will have.


Compared to other industries, one could assume that the usefulness of having an Internet connection for business purposes will become increasingly hard to ignore, which will also lead to its availability "out of hours" for personal use. To list a few benefits - integration of ship's computers with the shore-based office network of the ship operator, procurement of  supplies and spare parts, electronic data interchange (EDI), e.g. for paperless interchange of bills of lading, chart updates and weather on demand.
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The basics


Internet access at sea depends, of course, on the usual basics: connection, hardware and software. Browsers are practically the gateways to the World Wide Web, interpreting the bits that are coming along the data highway and displaying them via a user interface. Microsoft Explorer and the Netscape Communicator are widely used and often pre-installed as desktop applications. 


The information exchange via the web works on a push and pull basis. Requesting data (pull) results in a server response (push); it is characteristic of most web servers to have the ability to provide customised access to information, even offering to forward notices and alerts. Content is made available on demand.


Interactivity is another distinct advantage of the web. Discussion forums, newsgroups and chat bulletin boards are offering its audience the opportunity to actually form the content of the site.

        
News feeds and ticker tapes facilitate a more “remote” connection with the web. They can be installed on the desktop without having to open the browser as such. They usually link to a news site.
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Light sites

VSAT technology is now also available on demand rather than as a flatrate that costs thousands of Dollars per month and may not be used to that extend after all. But even this development does not necessarily mean that broadband connections at rates above 64 kbps (the speed of Inmarsat Fleet) will take off in commercial shipping.


Here, 64 is the magic number and everything below is more realistic to look at. Maybe this is why Inmarsat started an initiative a few years ago to encourage the providers of shipping websites to make them data light, and to promote special low data or text only sites. Flash graphics and high-quality photographs may be pleasant to the eye, but they will not certainly not please the ship manager who is presented with a huge bill at the end of the month.


Light sites enable a compact package of news to be transferred within seconds and are as informative as their flash relatives. If text only sites aren’t available, any site can be looked with the graphical elements switched off.  
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Access restrictions

One thing remains unchanged: internet access onboard vessels is still much more expensive than internet access on shore. Computers are onboard to support the administration and management of the ship, not for social use. In many cases, the crew doesn’t even have access to them. There have been developments to equip ships with separate communications facilities for social use, but the focus has been voice communication rather than internet access. 


Once the internet is available, there is a danger of abuse, of course, but on the other hand, restrictions to the site content and length of use are possible. Ships could create a shortlist of sites available to all, including news services, light entertainment sites, perhaps e-banking or shopping sites. 


 It is also possible to change the security settings, instructing the computer not to allow the download of any files, including software. In any case, there are simple tools which help monitoring internet use, specifying where and how long a user has spent his visit.
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News and information sites


Despite the fears of a potential abuse of internet access, there are sites that could be most valuable to the crew. The BBC has a useful, text-only site, created for remote access. The general interest content is downloadable in seconds, even via a relatively slow connection, and updates are done 24 hours a day. From current affairs and sports, the site features film and music reviews and social comment.


Of course, for more marinised content, there are other sites: Our own website contains a weekly updated news page about the e-business, satcoms and IT.  Newslinkservices has a website comprising the content of all its daily newsletters in various languages. Teamtalk’s portal superhub.com has a special focus on sports news from all over the world.


Most of the sites dealing with news also offer the option of a weekly newsletter. If seafarers have access to the email facility they can benefit from this often customised information.


Generally, news are available for free on the net, although some pages may require a registeration, i.e. the use of a login. Lloydslist.com is one of the exceptions and requires an annual subscription fee for access to the mainly commercial maritime news displayed on the site.
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Shopping and Banking

There are, of course, the online shopping channels that can get pretty much everything that a seafarer might want to get, especially gifts for the family at home… From flowers to cars, everything can be purchased on the web. More important even, life administration is easier. It might be a look into the future of internet use onboard but theoretically, everyone can organise their financial business online nowadays. 


At least the larger banks are offering e-banking facilities. Statements are available almost up to the minute and transfers to other accounts can be done by mouse-click. What is usual practise ashore, would be a very handy way for seafarers to keep track of their lives.


Inmarsat offered a special service for ordering flowers via Interflora during summer last year. Although still quite expensive the service was taken up. According to some, the expense of the service is not the main issue, but whether the cost is transparent and the service reliable.


Amazon is just one example for an allround shopping place. Ordered books, vidoes or cds are usually dispatched within two to four days. The range of products on offer at Amazon has grown constantly and includes music electronics, games and PC accessories.


At Hallmark, electronic greetings for all occassions can be found and sent electronically straight into someone’s inbox.  
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 Business use

Maritime e-procurement has matured into sophisticated end-to-end integration, but its beginnings aimed at luring users onto the online trading platforms. ShipServ,  MarineProvider, SeaSupplier and iShipExchange are the few providers left of the dozens of hubs, and they have long changed their solution portfolio. Yet the early idea of access to requisition tools online still makes sense. 


Whether it is bunker fuels or spares, the still exisiting e-procurement providers usually offer information and news on their websites. 


Chart data as well as weather and tidal information has been available online for a while, although electronic updates are not officially recognised yet.


The majority of providers of technology to the maritime industry have established a presence on the web and feature news, product info and, in some cases, there are facilities to order directly from the companies. 


Although the internet is likely to become a source of information for use onboard, there is a variety of services also targetting the seafarers’ wallets. Digital Ship has, together with Inmarsat, compiled a guide to the internet at sea. It is available from the Digital Ship website or at http://www.theseafarer.com.
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