Inmarsat offers global 432 kbps by 2008

http://www.inmarsat.com
Inmarsat, which celebrated its 25 birthday on July 2004, has announced plans to offer its Broadband Global Area Network service globally, carrying around 432 kbps.

The service will be able from early 2006 to the aviation sector, followed by the maritime sector around a year later. 

Shipboard terminals, the size of a mini-M, will be able to carry data at 380 kbps.

The service will be available after Inmarsat launches its next generation I4 satellites, at a cost of $1.7bn. They have an operational life of 15 years but are expected to last longer. 

The company has already built the three satellites, and plans to launch one in February 2005 over the Atlantic, a second 6 months later also over the Atlantic and a third 6 months after that over the Pacific, with the 3 satellites together offering global service. 

Meanwhile, development of the Inmarsat Fleet terminals will continue and the Fleet terminals will be compatible with the I4s. 

“We’re only just finished rolling out Fleet -we've got quite a lot of development work to do,” says Robert Johnson, director of maritime with Inmarsat. 

Inmarsat is likely to offer 128 kbps data services in Fleet from Autumn this year, which will be available with a small software upgrade. 

SUBHEAD

Pricing

Mr Johnson says that the move should make anyone considering installing a VSAT terminal “look to the right” – because they can get faster data on Fleet, the cut-off point where a VSAT is viable will change.

However since Inmarsat does not set the end-user pricing, it is not able to give any specific details except to say that prices will come down. 

“The terminal prices come down, the airtime comes down,” says Mr Johnson.

Applications might work well over B-GAN include connecting to corporate intranets and downloading charts. “These are things we know today, but shipowners baulk at the price,” he says. 

“We are very agile in our market approach and our market leadership,” he says. “You pitch the price right people will buy it. The market will dictate the price they're going to pay.”
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Renegotiated with LESOs

In a major departure from the current set-up Inmarsat will be running the B-GAN services through its own ground satellite dishes (land earth stations or gateways) which it owns, rather than the LES being operated by other companies (eg France Telecom and Xantic). 

It already owns two gateways in Burum, Netherlands, and Fucino, Italy; one can act as back-up. Another one will be installed in the Pacific. 

Inmarsat has also renegotiated its agreements with its land earth station operators (LESOs), of which the main ones are France Telecom, Xantic, SingTel, Stratos and Telenor, replacing the “LESO agreement” with a “Commercial Framework Agreement”.

Although Inmarsat will not sell airtime to the customer directly, it is now at liberty to sign up any new distributor provider which can convince the company that it has a robust business case.

“They have to be a certain size, and they have to offer a route to market,” Mr Johnson says.

Major telecoms companies would be able to buy airtime from Inmarsat directly, since they have a very strong route to the customer, thus getting better rates than if they buy from another LESO. 

“If Vodafone asked us [to sign a commercial framework agreement],we would,” he says.

Inmarsat is hoping its new distribution partners will be able to put together innovative agreements with shipping companies, for example allowing them a reduced price deal if they commit themselves to buying a certain amount of satellite airtime / kilobits every month.

“We're going to give our LESOs the opportunity to put packages together,” he says. 
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Aviation

The I4 launches have been linked to the launch of the Airbus A380 “Dreamliner” which will seat 555 passengers, entering service in 2006.

Inmarsat believes that it has a powerful business case for the aviation sector, enabling aviation passengers to send and receive data at 432 kbps. 

“There is a market need and demand for aero,” says Mr Johnson. “That’ll be next. The potential in the aero market is bigger than ever.”

“There is a data requirement in the cabin. GSM will be delivered to aircraft. You’re going to need a system like Inmarsat.”

The aeroplane terminal weighs just 10kg, compared to the 380 kg reported weight of the Connexion by Boeing terminal; it creates no drag on the aeroplane at all. 

Aeroplanes companies will be able to provide a data communications service to their passengers with very little upfront investment or risk. 

All the investment being made into the aviation sector is good news for shipping, which will be able to benefit from it.

Inmarsat also plans to pass its experience with developing GSM services onboard aeroplanes onto ships, taking advantage of the number of seafarers with personal GSM phones. 

“You will be able to talk at global roaming rates [eg $1 a minute] over B-GAN,” he says. “And people can contact you,”
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New owners

The new owners of Inmarsat, Apax Permira, have quietly engaged on a cost cutting exercise since taking over the company at the beginning of the year, including a number of staff redundancies. 

The two Inmarsat house magazines, Via Inmarsat and Ocean Voice, have been merged together.

Inmarsat is also refocusing its business on its core services (ie shipping and aviation).

The new owners of Inmarsat have firmly stated their commitment to continued provision of the GMDSS maritime safety service. Talks have been held with with Efthimios E. Mitropoulos, secretary general of IMO. 

“GMDSS is Inmarsat’s unique selling proposition,” says Mr Johnson. “That’s why Apax bought us.”

Mr Johnson waves aside industry concerns that Inmarsat may stop providing GMDSS services under its new owners.

“Inmarsat saying it is not going to support GMDSS is like [British prime minister] Tony Blair saying he’s not going to support the NHS,” he says. “GMDSS is part of our business structure.”

Inmarsat is already looking at how to incorporate safety services into the B-GAN infrastructure. 
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Crew calling

Since the extension of crew super quiet time, when they can make calls as low as $1 a minute from 10pm to 2am to all weekend and all night, Inmarsat has recorded an increase in the average daily use of a crew satellite phone from 7 minutes to 21 minutes.

“We priced it right,” says Mr Johnson. 

Currently just under 3,000 ships have installed Inmarsat dedicated crew phones, with 2,600 of them supplied by Inmarsat free of charge. “It’s shockingly low, but it’s growing,” says Mr Johnson. 

“We provide a solution which contains their cost - the opportunity to continue to improve social welfare on ships.”

