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DECK HEAD

Maritime VSAT, with always on ship shore satellite communications, are getting cheaper and more accessible to a broader slab of the market

BODY

Sealink, a business division of Telenor Satellite Services, was originally established to provide satellite communications to the offshore oil market. Now this market is moving more towards fibre links and high speed data radio, the division is looking for something else to do, and has found its way into the commercial deep sea shipping.
Most of the customers are shipping companies that have an understandable requirement for sending large amounts of data from ship to shore, such as research vessels and cruise ships. But other customers are more surprising.

Telenor has fitted VSAT to the entire Color Line ferry fleet in Scandinavia, with routes of between four hours and 24 hours, and the P&O Dover Calais ferries between the UK and France, journey time around an hour, most of it under GSM coverage. It also has 30 vessels in the Stena fleet.

For every shipping company saying they can’t understand why shipping companies need broadband communications when they have managed without it until now, there is another shipping company that understands that the average office worker sends and receives 15mb of data every day, much of it work related, and there is a high value to be found from providing data communication networks to vessels. 

Fed up with unpredictable monthly costs and relatively low bandwidth of Inmarsat, the prospect of a fixed price, always on, high bandwidth system is appealing to shipping companies. 

According to Netherlands based TISC, some charterers are demanding that a ship or oil rig has VSAT communications on it before they lease it, creating real economic incentives for systems to be installed. 

And the price is getting more affordable. Is $3500 a month for a global, always on 64 kbps data/Internet connection including equipment and installation the kind of price that catches your interest?

SUBHEAD

Broadband Maritime

Broadband Maritime, based in New York City, thinks so and has formulated a service offering for shipping companies based around exactly that.

The service offering came about after an unnamed person on the Intertanko IT committee contacted Mary Ellen Kramer, the company's CEO, and told her how much he thought enough shipping companies would prepared to pay to make a maritime VSAT business viable.

The business was set into action with the assistance of Bill Livanos, of MaritimeDirect fame.

There are a few addon costs: the customer pays for the terrestrial component of ship shore phone calls ($0.10 per minute for calls between the ship and the office, and $0.20 to $0.60 per minute for other destinations). There is a minimum five year commitment.

The first customer is DOF Management, with an installation onboard Skandi Patagonia, a vessel servicing an oil rig off the coast of Tierra del Fuego, Argentina.

The shipboard antenna is provided by manufacturer Sola Communications, which has developed an antenna without a radome (protective white spherical covering), which, it believes, is robust enough to withstand 10 years of heavy maritime use. Broadband Maritime has an exclusive agreement to sell the terminal into the commercial maritime industry.

The antenna is fully tested; 33 terminals have been deployed on various harsh weather installations around the world, some for over five years. The antennas are expected to last for over 10 years with simple annual maintenance.

The international maintenance of the terminals is provided by engineering giant Serco Rakmulti. The only satellites currently being used are Intelsat.

The company guarantees 99 per cent reliability of the service in its contract. It anticipates that most problems with the terminal can be fixed remotely, but if they can't be fixed in this way an engineer will be ready to leave to meet the ship at its next port within 24 hours. If the problem is Broadband Maritime's fault, then the customer does not pay for the service while it is out of action.
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Telenor Satellite Services - Sealink

Telenor Satellite Services- Sealink is probably the granddaddy of maritime VSAT, with installations onboard 250 vessels.

Sealink's market strength is its expertise, with possibly more maritime VSAT experience than any other company, enabling it to put together communication systems with maximum reliability and value for money. It typically puts guaranteed service reliability of 99.99 per cent in its contracts.

The company has 30 engineers on its payroll who constantly travel around the world, servicing the installations onboard vessels and fixing problems (they normally last for three to four years between university and getting married, says Pal Jensen, vice president of Telenor Sealink).  90 per cent of all problems are fixed remotely.
As the ex Norwegian public telecom company, Telenor, the mother company of Telenor Satellite Services, has internal monopoly-busting rules that reduce the advantage it can take from its vast economies of scale.

But we should point out that Telenor owns 15 per cent of Inmarsat, the largest shareholding allowed under Inmarsat's rules, and also five per cent of Intelsat, the satellite company used for the maritime VSAT services.

Telenor Satellite Services also benefits from its recent acquisition of US satellite communications company COMSAT, which gives it access to land earth stations on the US West Coast (Santa Paula) and US East coast (Soutbury).

Working together with its land earth station in Eik, Norway, they can see all four Intelsat global regions and so provide a global service. The company is running a fibre link between its earth stations in Norway and the COMSAT earth stations in Southbury, Virginia (US West Coast), which is also connected by fibre link to the US West Coast station in Santa Paula.

Scandinavian ferry company Color Line recently signed its third five year contract with Telenor for Ku band VSAT communications services on eight vessels; it uses the system mainly for communicating ship lists, crew lists, shipboard stock and real time customer credit card checks. Telenor normally charges around 80,000 NOK (USD 11,000) per month for this kind of service.

The company currently has 250 vessels using VSAT, of which 100 use it globally (C-band) and 150 use it regionally (Ku band).

Altogether 80 maritime systems are planned to be installed in 2003; the growth is tremendous, with 70 systems installed in 2002, 55 in 2001, 44 in 2000, 15 in 1999 and 13 in 1998.

Telenor claims to be one of the first companies with a cruise vessel VSAT installation (1996); the first to put VSAT on a supply vessel (1999) and the first to put VSAT on a shuttle tanker (2000).

The customer base includes ferries, seismic vessels, drilling production vessels, subsea survey vessels and shuttle tankers.

The most recent installation was on a shuttle tanker, with a service priced at around 30,000 NOK per month (USD 4,000 per month) for 19.2 kbps data communication.
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C2SAT 
Swedish VSAT antenna company C2SAT communications reports that it is in the “final phase” of developing a VSAT antenna system. The company has recently scored some more investment. 
“My conclusion is that the present maritime industry reveals the same evolution as happened on land during 1990-1995, when the use of e-mail and internet dramatically increased. Remember the Windows 3.1 revolution,” says Mats Back, communications manager. 
“Add the effects of more transparency in regulations between countries and regions, and the development of open standards the increasing off-shore market has a significant growth potential.” 
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Stratos

Stratos is launching a new low (undisclosed) cost broadband voice and data service, dubbed “IP at Sea,” specifically aimed at the mobile and maritime market. It uses regional Ku-Band satellites located over Europe and the US, which enable smaller and less expensive VSAT terminals to be utilised.

It is an always on, fixed cost IP service that provides 128kbps uplink (ship-shore) and up to 2MBps on the downlink (shore-ship). This delivers communications between remote locations and head office, to the Public Switched Telephone Networks (PSTN) and the internet. 

This is enough to allow clients to have numerous voice calls running simultaneously with high speed data services.

A single antenna provides access to all the regions covered, Europe, Middle East, The Mediterranean, North Africa, The Caribbean and North America. Because of the antenna’s small size, just one metre in diameter, it is unobtrusive and easy to install.

The system can also be used to provide seafarers with low cost home calling and shipboard internet facilities, when the vessel is under one of the satellite footprints.
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MTN

 

Maritime Telecommunications Network, Inc. (MTN) provides voice, fax, data and internet communications to the cruise and offshore industries, and the U.S. Navy. 

 

Its Digital Seas internet product provides turnkey Internet Cafes to cruise ships.

 

It has provided internet cafes, remote wireless internet capabilities and news services transmitted via satellite and the internet to organisations such as Holland America Line, Norwegian Cruise Line and SS Universe Explorer, a floating university administered by the Institute of Shipboard Education (ISE) and sponsored by the University of Pittsburgh and Mariser Marine. 

 

The company was recently acquired by New York private investment firm Falconhead Capital, for around $30m. 

Falconhead owns a sports programming company called IMG, and expects to find synergies between IMG and MTN Sat, supplying entertainment services to MTN customers. 

MTN has also announced a marketing tie up with Inmarsat land earth station provider, Xantic, and an agreement with shipboard news service NewspaperDirect to supply news to its cruise ship customers. 
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INVSAT 

Maritime VSAT communications company INVSAT has developed a system to monitor shipboard installations remotely and enable them to switch from satellite to satellite. 

The traditional support management for any stabilised VSAT or integrated telecommunications system from both a maintenance and diagnostics perspective normally meant initial telephone support, followed by an on-site visit, where appropriate. 

Its effectiveness was often limited, not least due to logistical problems inherent with geographical location, sea state or transportation.

Invsat’s “Monitor and Control” (M+C) software platform has been developed for both maintenance and diagnostic support, that provides remote access from a single platform. 

This allows simultaneous monitoring, control and configuration of communication equipment through its 24 hour service management centre in Aberdeen, Scotland.

The software has been developed following a series of initial trials and has been derived from the initial concept of providing a facility for shipping that would enable automatic switching between satellites on a global ranging basis.

The system will simultaneously monitor, control and configure standard communication equipment and is a viable alternative to traditional telephone support and on-site visits.

As a basic package, control of the stabilised VSAT platform, RF, modem and air conditioning units will be standardised, with the software having the capability to enable expansion for the introduction of other elements in the support infrastructure. 

Vessel owners should look for solution to provide cost savings arising from less technician maintenance, repair visits to vessels and a rapid clearing and pinpointing of “faults” within deployed systems.

The service management centre aims to get customers’ communications up and running to optimum levels in the quickest possible time. 

A system knowledge base of faults is maintained on the software, enabling fault histories for equipment by asset number and location to be archived. 

This is used by the SMC to identify recurring faults, generate statistics on hardware reliability and update our customers regarding system performance
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Telemar

Telemar, run by industry veteran Lars Brodje, has signed a contract with Telenor to buy bandwidth wholesale for Tjor II and Tjor III satellites, which provide coverage over the North Sea and Baltic Sea. This provides two megabyte broadband data transfer, and also televisions services including BBC World, CNN, Eurosport and Discovery. 
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The Inmarsat I-4s

So what about the Inmarsat I-4s, those satellites that Inmarsat is currently putting together, which promise 432kbit/s data communication through satellites 10 times more powerful than the current ones? 

The satellite service is scheduled for 2005. Inmarsat has terrestrial markets in mind for the system, which will complement the growing third generation cellular phone networks, providing data communications coverage where there is no cellular coverage. 

However the I-4 service will probably complement Inmarsat Fleet. They will carry signals that are 2dB stronger. A more powerful radio communication signal means that more data can be sent. It may be possible to have two channels simultaneously through the same Inmarsat Fleet antenna, for example send data over MPDS and make a voice call at the same time. 

It is also likely that Inmarsat terminal manufacturers will develop a maritime version of BGAN, which will provide data communications of 432 kbps to shipping, hopefully at an improved end user price. Research is currently under way into how this might be achieved. 

A possible new shipboard antenna could be an omni-directional antenna, similar in size to Inmarsat –C above deck equipment, which might be able to transfer data at lower costs than Inmarsat –C.

Another possibility is a directional antenna (one which points directly at the satellite), smaller than Fleet 33, but with much greater data speeds. 

In summary, shipping companies will be able to obtain faster data speeds with their existing equipment when the I4s come online. There is likely to be a new smaller, simple to install terminal developed that complements the GMDSS service offering. 
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TISC

TISC is a maritime VSAT company based in the Netherlands. 

The company has its own ground earth station in Leiden, Netherlands. Customers can either divert all their communications through Leiden, or take them through their own base stations, creating a completely private communications network. 

TISC can produce “mesh” configurations, where all the ships in a fleet can all communicate with the shipping company head office, as well as “star” configurations when the ships can all talk to each other. 

The ships can purchase a specific amount of satellite power on an ongoing basis (pre assigned multiple access, or PAMA); they can have a pay per use channel (demand assigned multiple access, or DAMA); or they can have a mixture of both, with the customer leasing a certain amount of capacity with further capacity available when they want it. 

TISC also offers shipboard hardware leasing. 

BOX TEXT

VSAT :  technicalities

Satellite communications is all about power. The larger the dish, and more accurately it points at the satellite, the more powerful the signal and the more data it can carry. 

The stronger the signal that reaches the satellite, the less satellite power is needed to send it back to earth and so the less expensive the communication. 

VSAT stands for “very small aperture terminal”. The shipboard terminal needs to point at the satellite in the sky with a very high accuracy as the ship rocks, to make sure all the data makes it between the satellite and the ship. 

VSAT uses the same satellites that carry terrestrial TV networks and inter-continental phone calls, including Intelsat and Eutelsat. 

These satellite companies do not sell their satellite time by the minute; typically they lease a proportion of the whole power of the satellite for periods of time of a year or more. 

It is possible for several ships to share the same satellite power. This means that as more ships use VSAT, the more the cost comes down. 

VSAT shipboard antennas typically cost around $50,000. They are expensive because the dishes are large (typically 1m to 2.2m) and they need to point at the satellite with high accuracy as the ship rocks and turns. 

There are two radio frequencies used, Ku and C band. Ku band is cheaper, with a smaller antenna (1m), but works with satellite spot beams, areas of increased satellite power, shining on areas of high satellite usage (urban areas). 

If you want global service in the oceans, you need C band, which means higher comms costs and a 2.2m antenna. 
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Websites

Schlumberger, www.slb.com
Broadband Maritime, www.broadbandmaritime.com
Geolink, www.geolink.fr
MTN Sat, www.mtnsat.com
TISC, www.tiscsat.com
Stratos, www.stratosglobal.com
SeaTel, www.seatel.com
INVSAT, www.invsat.com
Telenor, www.norsatsealink.com
Inmarsat, www.inmarsat.com
C2Sat, www.c2sat.com
