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As Boeing announces plans to market its “Connexion by Boeing” mobile satellite communications service into the maritime sector, Barry Parker explores the growth of maritime VSAT communications
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With increasing frequency lately, maritime industry pundits have looked in the direction of the airline industry as a role model on transparency, information management and business processes. 

Now Boeing, a giant multinational with a leadership position in the airline business, is making a foray into the maritime markets with its Connexion by BoeingVSAT (Very Small Aperture Terminal) communications capability.

The President of Boeing’s Connexion, a full blown “Business Unit” within the $50bn+ corporate megalith, commented, “…we have received a tremendously positive response to our service and the speeds at which we can move data.”  

While best known as a manufacturer of its eponymous jet airplanes and systems serving both military and commercial sectors, Connexion by Boeing began deploying broadband linkages on airplanes during 2002 and is now “actively engaged in discussions with several of the leading maritime operators, as well as potential distributors,” according to Mr Carson. 

Working with carriers such as Lufthansa, All Nippon Air (ANA), Japan Air and Scandinavian Airlines (SAS), Boeing’s vision is quite revealing – with important implications for shipping companies that will now be considering VSAT. 

Oh, did I forget to mention that Connexion by Boeing is used by Air Force One when it ferries the President and top officials around, bouncing signals off Boeing’s proprietary network of satellites?

Boeing will be offering what it calls a “seamless global VSAT network” to the maritime industry, according to Sean Schwinn, vice president of strategy and business development, one which will use the same satellites serving the international airlines. 

With continuous worldwide coverage, Boeing expects to be offering what it describes as “Bandwidth upon demand,” as contrasted with a fixed size of presently available VSAT links. 

The bottom line will be a service available to the main mass of the maritime market at price points that maritime industry users of Inmarsat are already accustomed to.  

It is instructive to look contextually at Boeing’s plans for the maritime market, keeping in mind that its airline industry offerings go far beyond serving up the web and email to passengers. 

A defense related presentation “The Power of Broadband”, given by Connexion’s President, Scott Carson, talks about applications to better enable the business processes of the airlines, as a warm-up to a pitch to the warriors. 

Behind the scenes routines are aimed at the Flight Crew (eg navigation), Airline Operations (eg inventories, scheduling), Flight Crew (eg telemedicine), and Maintenance (eg engines, flight operations data). 

With coverage expected to be worldwide, through numerous satellite consortia, Boeing has the potential to bring powerful benefits to the shipping business. 

“We're looking at a host of onboard applications where Connexion by Boeing can add value, while providing better economics for maritime operators," said Mr. Schwinn.  

"These include the areas of crew welfare and calling, real - time engine monitoring, remote monitoring of onboard processes and events, and also maritime security where we expect linkages between ship and shore to become increasingly important in the years ahead." 

Boeing’s vision is to bring maritime users an IP based backbone that is fully compatible with land based LAN’s. 

Part of the vision includes overcoming a frequently heard objection to VSAT- the size of the onboard footprint and offering users an antenna that is approximately 0.6 Meters in diameter, in contrast with the more typical 2.4 M sizes. 

With approvals in place from the World Radio Conference 2003, Boeing is presently working through regulatory and business issues that should be solved by late 2004/ early 2005. Broadband in the sky can indeed become a reality for the maritime business.
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Early VSAT

VSAT technologies started in the data intensive offshore oil business in the early 1990’s. 

A company called Digital Seas put VSAT fuelled internet cafes on Norwegian Caribbean Lines cruise ships in the mid 1990’s. Now, of course, internet connectivity is de rigueur in the cruise sector. 

VSAT’s penetration into the maritime to the commercial markets has been limited- primarily to the very data intensive offshore oil and gas sector- where massive outcroppings of geophysical exploration and mapping data must be transferred quickly, and the cruise/ deepsea ferry sector, where passengers willingly pay to be linked at high speeds to land based websites and offices ashore. 

The international luxury yacht segment, impervious to conventional price elasticity, has also seen VSAT deployments.  
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Cost

VSAT installations are initially pricey, with the payoff coming from much lower costs on large data moves through the large VSAT pipe that are always on at speeds sometimes measured in mB/seconds. 

Suppliers have been able to compete based on ability to multiplex many signals through the open pipeline.  

Market sources suggest that VSAT may cost upwards of $ 4000/ month due to the high cost (circa $60,000) of the antenna, with a payoff resulting from moving large chunks of data, video, fax and voice through the big pipe. 

Moving down the price curve, ship to shore data transfer has been very price sensitive, with the industry slowly warming up to ISDN type speeds of 128 kb/ second possible with Inmarsat’s Fleet 77. 

But the commercial shipping industry has come to accept Inmarsat B hardware priced around $30- $50,000 with typical communications costs of $5 - $8 / minute. 
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Applications

Providers of VSAT must provide applications to go with the hardware and access to the landside teleports that bring the connectivity to home offices. 

In the cruise industry, the package includes internet cafes and wi-fi hubs, with capabilities to bill passenger accounts. 

In the offshore business, the solution providers may offer shortcuts for automating entry of seismic data and linkages to various logging devices. An important corollary is the ability to assist in handling ship’s business- linking purchasing and maintenance systems to the shore side office, or, providing video conferencing and access to electronic chart updates.
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Anders Utkilens

One of the more interesting hookups, perhaps indicative of an emerging trend in the marketplace, was Telenor’s July 2003 agreement to put Ku Band links on sixteen small chemical tankers operated by Anders Utkilens, whose offices overlook the harbor in Bergen, Norway. 

Utkilen’s tankers, mainly IMO 2 capable vessels (with stainless steel tanks) between 4,000 to 16,000 dwt., trading mostly in the Baltic and North Sea, with occasional runs across the Atlantic. 

Utkilen described the test on “Havstraum”, 7,975 dwt, using satellites with “European waters coverage” to link the data and phone network aboard the vessel with office LAN and PBX, supporting emails, fax and voice traffic, all at little incremental cost.  

One clue to Utkilen’s VSAT applications is its extensive overhaul of its electronic procurement- working with ShipServ, to streamline purchasing. 

Utkilen estimates that 6000 requisitions are generated annual, from its vessels, and “procurement of some spares and parts <directly> from the ship” was a goal. 

At 192 kbit/sec, the company was also testing onboard internet access, but was uncertain about the long term viability.
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Suppliers

One of the leaders in the cruise shipside is MTN (Maritime Telecommunications Network), based in the Miami, Fla. area. 

MTN, which gobbled up Digital Seas in 2001, created a global VSAT network (using VERESTAR satellites), and has captured a sizable chunk of the cruise ship market. 

MTN recently installed wi-fi hubs aboard Carnival and Holland America vessels, to bring TCP/IP connections to passengers toting wireless laptops. 

The privately owned company, spun out in Spring 2003 from Denver based communications giant ICG, recently forged a market alliance with Xantic- whereby the Dutch LESO can market MTN’s VSAT offering to its wide-reaching maritime customer base. 

Around European waters, Telenor has also garnered a visible part of the VSAT market, with a concentration in the deepsea ferry sector. 

Its marquee contract was a five-year deal signed in 2001 with Stena Line, where 36 vessels were outfitted. 

Stena itself describes the benefits of its SeaLink system as yielding both business efficiencies and benefits to passengers. 

Among the benefits of VSAT is the ability to remotely process credit card transactions. Telenor, with Color Line among its customers, has also secured the business of Brittany Ferries in a 3-year deal booked in Jan. 2004. 

Brittany Ferries is hooking up two vessels via Ku Band VSAT, offering a 192 kbit/sec with options for plugging in six more. 

After losing share to VSAT in the late 1990’s, Inmarsat itself became a player in the VSAT market, when it acquired Aberdeen based EAE Group, a leader in the North Sea offshore business, in early 2000 and then re-named it INVSAT.  

INVSAT has expanded way beyond its North Sea base, offering its turnkey DAMA (Demand Assigned Multiple Access Protocol), which bundles multiple calls and transfers over one circuit, as far afield as offshore Brazil and on rigs in the Arabian Gulf. 

In late 2003, INVSAT inked a 10-year contract to link 18 Bergesen vessels to office applications via C Band VSAT, starting off with an LNG carrier. 

In late 2000, offshore service provider Schlumberger also entered the fray with its $83 Million purchase of Data Marine Systems (DMS) in October 2000. 

In addition to business apps for the offshore customers, DMS also offers OPNet (Oil Partner Net), a platform for linking up the platforms, seismic vessels with other contractors over its DexaNet, using both C and Ku Bands. 

Newcomer Broadband Maritime, based in New York, a user of the Intelsat network, has also been aggressively marketing its service to shipowners, concentrating in its “Call Manager” - a system for instantly billing phone calls and faxes made from vessels. 

Broadband has linked up with Danaos- a major distributor in the Greek markets, and resells time at a cost that is much more attractive than the hefty prices of alternatives.

 The Greek connection has paid off big time for Broadband- it recently began installing its VSAT units on the tankers in General Maritime fleet. Nearly four dozen installations will be completed by the end of 2004. 

Owners can pass on the lower pricing towards crew calling. Captain B.J. Gomez of the Genmar Gabriel noted that, “It is the best [system]….and we are very happy,” adding that the telephone connection is so clear, his wife thought he was calling from the neighbor’s house. 

Broadband Maritime has also gotten the green light from Danaos Shipping Co. Ltd. to fit out 35 vessels, including one trailing the system since last Autumn.

The permanent connection supports Danaos’s new “Enterprise Edition” of ship management software, tied to a central server in the home office. Highly affordable crew calling, a big morale booster, is an added benefit. 

http://www.boeing.com/connexion/ 

www.broadbandmaritime.com
http://www.connexionbyboeing.com 

www.invsat.com 

www.mtnsat.com
www.schlumbergersema.com
www.telenor.com/satellite 

www.utkilen.no 

Scott Carson presentation

http://www.sae.org/calendar/dod/presentations/2003scottcarson.pdf
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