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Off the shelf software and hardware 
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Can you use the same low cost hardware and software onboard ship as you use in any other office environment in the world? Tristan Wood, managing director of consultancy Livewire Digital, provides some tips
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COTS technology is one of the most tangible advances to come out of the quiet revolution of the past 10 years in maritime satellite communications. 

The combination of reliable, inexpensive hardware from a range of reputable manufacturers and installers with low-cost, easy-to-use software is an irresistible draw for ship operators looking to obtain best value for themselves and clients.

Ship owners and fitters need to carefully consider any way of reducing installation costs for IT hardware, and using readily available COTS (commercial off-the-shelf) products, from companies such as Microsoft, Lotus and Dell, is one way to do this.  

The last ten years have seen a profound change in the industry: The choice and interoperability of onboard IT and satellite communications infrastructures has increased substantially, while equipment costs have fallen considerably.


There are many attractions about turning to COTS solutions.  Taking a COTS-based approach to the design and implementation of a ship-side IT infrastructure can dramatically reduce capital, installation and maintenance costs. 
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Adapting to shipping

It is still important to consider the impact on vital systems such as the 
ship’s bridge. 
Shipowners need to implement access control to the satellite services, as many COTS infrastructure designs assume access to fast and inexpensive datacommunications.

Although ship’s systems - especially those on the bridge – are often custom designed and built, it makes sense to leave standards-based  datacommunications to standards-based hardware.  
Onboard networks are particularly well suited to a COTS approach. With both custom-made systems and COTS systems there will always be some element (and cost) of integration, especially if unusual, or bespoke, interfaces are to be supported.
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When things go wrong

If part of a system goes wrong, using COTS products may make it possible to conduct repairs while under way, the low cost of COTS equipment makes it viable to keep spares on board and there is often plenty of information available on the Internet regarding user experiences and problems.
It’s a lot easier to locate replacement parts anywhere in the world if they’re manufactured and distributed in volume.  

Some COTS hardware uses a web-based administration interface, so that maintenance, configuration and upgrades can be carried out remotely.

It’s important to keep any hardware and software modifications to a minimum.  The more changes that  are made, the more likely it is that problems will be experienced and it will be harder to integrate manufacturers’ developments.
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Familiarity

One  of the big advantages of COTS software is that staff onboard may be familiar with it from home use, which can significantly reduce training requirements.

As satellite systems are becoming increasingly more accessible to all onboard, it makes sense to use software that crew and passengers are already familiar with, rather than presenting them with a new user interfaces or processes  for activities such as sending email.

Because marine satellite systems are manufactured in low volumes, there tend to be large ‘step’ changes in transceiver technology to bring it into line with high volume COTS products. 
The interfaces presented by Inmarsat Fleet compared with Inmarsat B are a great example of this. 

A new Inmarsat Fleet terminal can connect to many COTS ISDN products, but very few non-specialist peripherals for Inmarsat B. It can often be worth considering engineering a COTS compatible interface to existing systems.
Livewire Digital’s ISDN integration unit (IIU), for example, can integrate the services of a new Inmarsat Fleet terminal with Inmarsat A or Inmarsat B, and present an ISDN S0 interface to connected equipment. 

This makes it easy to add and remove phones, faxes or data equipment, as well as reducing the costs associated with installing them in the first place.
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Specifying a system

When it comes to specifying and implementing a satellite communications system onboard, there are some questions to ask a supplier.  

Check that all hardware is fully compliant with recognised industry standards.  Is the proposed system interoperable with bridge and other systems?  

Bear in mind that networks on a ship are often designed and installed by IT companies used to land-based networks, and don’t make the most effective use of expensive satellite uplink time.

COTS equipment employs public and widely-used standards, but double-check that the equipment shortlisted is fully interoperable with other manufacturers’ products.  

That way, there’s the option of picking and choosing the best component for each aspect of your system.  

Most importantly, since distress and safety calls may be routed through a COTS infrastructure, ensure that your suppliers’ hardware is reliable or can be readily bypassed in the event of an emergency.  


Choosing and installing COTS software is a little trickier.  An obvious use of a COTS system is to allow crew access to email and the web.  However, many shore side webmail services feature banner advertisements which are difficult to block. 

Inmarsat’s Fleet 77 MPDS (Mobile Packet Data Service)  is ideal for such applications but it is still important to minimise unnecessary data transfer.

Although some of the COTS software may include functions or attributes that are surplus to requirements, they are often already familiar to the crew. 
The advent of browser-based technology means that the user interface is familiar, requires very little outlay and maintenance and services provided can be readily distributed.

A greater number of  ship’s systems now run on COTS software or a make use of a web browser, such as the AXS Marine shipbroking system, reviewed in the March edition of Digital Ship. 

