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How do seafarers call home


DECK HEAD

Digital Ship sent a reporter to the Delhi Maritime Training Institute to talk to serving seafarers about how they communicate, and discovered that seafarers spend over $1bn annually on communications 
IMAGE – we’ll find some stock seafarer phone pictures if we need one

BODY

Digitalship recently interviewed 25 seafarers in India to get a first hand impression of the personal communication facilities being provided to them on board merchant vessels. 

The interviews found that phone still rules the roost as many seafarers from developing countries do not have internet access in their homes, thus limiting the use of e-mails. 

As per our survey results a seafarer spends on an average $130 per month on satellite phone calls from merchant vessels. 

44 per cent of seafarers interviewed spent between USD $100 to $150 a month on satellite phone calls, with 20 per cent spending $150 to $200 and 4 per cent spending over $200.

16 per cent spend $50 - $100 per month and 16 per cent spend under $50. 

Considering an average seafarer is sailing for eight months in a year, the total spend per year comes to $1,040. 

The BIMCO/ISF 2000 Manpower Update is probably the most comprehensive study of the global supply and demand for merchant seafarer that has so far been undertaken and it shows that the worldwide supply of seafarers in 2000 is estimated to be 404,000 officers and 823,000 ratings.

Considering this, the global seafarer personal communication market (just for satellite phone calls) can be estimated to be more than a billion dollars per annum. 

SUBHEAD

High costs

Almost 84% of the seafarers interviewed were of the opinion that the satellite voice communication costs were very high e.g. the average peak time satellite phone call costs were as high as US$ 4-6 per minute to India. 

Many seafarers compared this with the cost of making phone calls from the US to India while they were on shore leave-it was just 20 cents per minute.

In many cases the choice of the coast stations to make the satellite phone call was that of the shipowner/operator because they had certain agreements under which they get heavy discounts for the phone calls made from these stations.

The most commonly used land stations by the interviewed seafarers were Arvi / Perth / Sentosa Singapore / Station 12.

SUBHEAD

Accessibility

A new service which was becoming popular was “Mini m-card” which gave a rate of US$ 1.2-2 per minute with no off peak and on peak rate. 

The Mini-m has also reduced the paper work on board as now all crew have their individual phone cards, which they can use to make a phone call anytime of the day.

The survey revealed that accessibility to satellite phones was a problem for seafarers. There was a lack of adequate number of phone instruments available on board to make personal calls-usually there was one on the navigational bridge and another in the Cargo Control Room or Captain’s cabin. 

Some marine engineers felt particularly odd to go to the navigational bridge every time to make personal phone calls. In some cases, the phone call could be made only in the presence of the Master and this also restricted a 24 hour access to personal communication. 

Also, in case the “off peak” hours were at an odd time then the Master could not be disturbed for facilitating personal phone calls.

However, some companies such as Bergesen dy asa have provided access to the satellite phones from individual cabins making it convenient for the seafarers to make phone calls in privacy as per their convenience. 

Seafarers who were doing coastal trading were using mobile phone for personal communications, they sometimes also used SAT-M and Coastal Radio Stations for their communications 

The communication infrastructure was in a good condition in case of most of the ships because of the recent installation of the GMDSS system onboard. 

SUBHEAD

Means of communication

When questioned about the different devices used, 39 per cent of spending is on satellite phones, 25 per cent of spending on mobile (cellular) phones and 36 per cent is on e-mail.

E-mail has become the most commonly used medium for communication amongst the seafarers after satellite phone. It is giving a stiff competition to the traditional phones because it is provided free of cost in most of the companies. 

84% of the seafarers interviewed stated that the e-mail facility was provided free. Though some seafarers reported that they were being charged for personal e-mails, but the said charges were very nominal.

76% of e-mail users use it daily and the rest 23.8 % use it twice a week. 

The e-mail facility provided by most of the companies is that of “text only” email. This poses certain restrictions at times when one wants to send a photograph or some image in the email.

A new concept of email-card like Globee- mail (paid), Marine net (free) is also catching up in the seafarer’s fraternity.

Almost all respondents felt the need for a free world news service that could keep them updated on the latest happenings in the world. Currently the news service are paid service and provided by sify.com  (US$ 15 per month, C-link (US$ 300 annually)

Because the e-mail services are provided free of cost by the company therefore there has been an increased usage in the e-mails from ships. 

Mobile phone is slowly catching up and around 60% of seafarers carried a personal mobile or used the ships mobile when sailing in coastal areas. The averages spend of mobile phone users is US$ 81.66 per month. 

This trend is progressing due to the lower per minute call cost on these mobile phones as compared to a satellite phone call done from ship.

Tri-band mobile phones are becoming very popular among the seafarers as they can be used from almost all parts of the world plus they also offer the flexibility to call up anytime, anywhere.

Some new concepts for internet connectivity are also on the experimental stage. In this particular project MF-HF bands are used to get connectivity with the internet for ships on a 24-hour basis

As regards the phone calls the main purpose was calling up family and girlfriends and these made up majority of the outgoing traffic.






SUBHEAD

The future 

Ship-shore personal communication through e-mail is on the rise, however, non-availability of personal computers and internet connectivity on the shore side in developing countries has made the change over a bit less rapid.

Some typical comments that the seafarers said was that, “that it was not uncommon that seafarers were often asked the question before marriage, whether they have telephone connections on board to make phone calls”. 

Also, many companies do not allow a seafarers’ family to join immediately with him as he signs on board. On a typical six months contract they may allow the family to join only after three months. In this context some “newly wed” seafarers stated that communication via satellite phones was a great help and helped them tide over the difficult period of “separation”.

Most seafarers were of the opinion that in future as ship-shore internet connectivity improves, they would be glad to take the services of a technology provider who can devise means to send across “photo messages” in a cost effective manner. 

They also stated that they would now manage their bank accounts and check that their remittances have reached in time via e-mails. Previously they had to spend to making phone calls to their family or to the bank to find out the status of their remittance.

Interestingly, a seafarer also gave his opinion on sea-commerce. He said that, in many cities the ports were located at a large distance from the main city and seafarers had to spend a lot on taxi fares if they had to go shopping for clothes, electronic items, jewelry, cosmetics etc. 

To circumvent this he suggested that ship chandlers or a service provider could offer some of these wares online (at competitive rates) which the seafarer could buy through his or her international credit card. The goods could then be supplied to the seafarers as their vessel reached port.

One senior mariner stated in summary that personal communication means have indeed become much better than what they were just ten years back and the catalyst for the change has been the improvement in ship-shore communication for official purposes, and on which personal communication has also piggybacked and improved. 

He also felt that in the future, there will be a similar trend that improvements in personal communication will always be related to those for official communication between the vessel and its owner/operator/charterer.

SUBHEAD

Inmarsat responds

To encourage shipping companies to make it easier for seafarers to make phone calls, Inmarsat is providing free shipboard telephone extensions, if the shipping company buys a number of prepaid cards which can then be resold to the seafarers. 

The extension phones can be plugged into the main shipboard terminal, so seafarers can make private phone calls. They can make the cards using prepaid phone cards, so it does not interrupt shipping company business.

Inmarsat is also trying to reduce the cost of calling, with various schemes to reduce rates to as low as $1 per minute between 23.00 and 3.00am. It is discussing with the LESOs plans to extend this period. 

Inmarsat points out that it is much easier to predict how much the calls will cost using Inmarsat rather than GSM, which varies wildly in cost between different countries. 

There have been suggestions that shipping companies could actually make money out of providing a cheap crew calling system onboard, for example taking 10 per cent commission, but these ideas have been generally rejected by shipping companies, according to Inmarsat’s maritime marketing manager David Walker.

“Shipping companies don’t want to be perceived to be making money out of crew welfare,” he says.










