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Shipping companies don’t need to scrap Inmarsat –Bs when they fit Inmarsat Fleet terminals, because there are benefits to having both, as Livewire Digital’s Tristan Wood reports

BODY 

Satellite communications have been a feature onboard ocean going vessels for nearly twenty years.  During this time, data transfer has progressively increased, as email has become a more established form of maritime communication.  

The information being transferred is becoming ever more complex, with ships’ systems now reporting critical data, such as engine performance, back to land-based monitoring stations. 

The rising importance of instant communications and the increased amount of data being transferred between vessels and shore means that ship owners must keep a constant eye on ensuring their satellite communications systems meet their operational demands.

The fear of many vessel owners is that the only way to upgrade their maritime communications infrastructure to meet current-day demands is an entire replacement of technology. 

In their minds this will result in existing equipment, into which a great deal of investment has already been made, becoming obsolete. 

Experience has shown that, through careful management of on-board networks, it does not have to be this way.  It is perfectly possible, and in many cases more sensible, to upgrade maritime communications without having to change the entire communications infrastructure. 

SUBHEAD

Inmarsat –B

For example, many vessels currently have the established Inmarsat B satellite terminals, using the 64 Kbps High-Speed Data (HSD) service to update weather charts and deliver a number of services such as email and onboard Internet.  

However, the advent of the Mobile Packet Data Service (MPDS) has given the option of cost-effective instant communication by offering an always-on connection that is billed by the amount of information transferred, rather than the time spent online.  

This has led Inmarsat to launch Fleet 77, a new satellite communications service based on MPDS technology.  Many vessel owners are now looking to Fleet 77 as a replacement for their old Inmarsat B service. 

There is no doubt that Fleet 77’s MPDS technology makes it the perfect, cost-effective solution for sending or receiving relatively small amounts of data, such as emails or using the Internet.  

However, Inmarsat B – which is charged by the amount of time spent ‘on-line’ – remains the most cost-effective service for transmitting larger files, or for bandwidth-hungry applications such as video conferencing. 

Although a number of companies would be more than happy to completely replace the Inmarsat B communications system with Fleet 77, it is in fact perfectly possible to reap the benefits of both services. 

Some specialist maritime communications consultancies are able to integrate the two technologies by simply building the Fleet 77 service alongside the existing Inmarsat B equipment. 

Hardware such as the ISDN Integration Unit (IIU) can then allow ship owners to switch between the two services, depending on which will provide the most economical solution for the job in hand.  

The IIU also allows the 64Kbps connections of both Inmarsat B and Fleet 77 terminals to be combined, offering a 128kbps connection accessible though a standard ISDN interface.  

At 128Kbits/s, high quality video-conferencing becomes a reality, bringing particular benefits to both the business and telemedicine arenas.  

This can then be connected to standard ISDN equipment or distributed through the vessel’s telephone system (PABX) to offer passengers and crew truly high-speed Internet access anywhere onboard the ship.  

