MAIN HEAD 

Optimising satellite communications

Tristan Wood, managing director of Livewire Digital, explains how shipping companies can make more out of their satellite communications by using them as a revenue stream and better accounting

Satellite communication now plays a vital role on-board any ocean-going vessel, but purchasing, maintaining and running the equipment remains expensive.  

So wouldn’t it be good if the equipment that is used to provide essential communication services could also be opened up to the crew and passengers to provide a profit-generating service used by those who want to keep in touch with friends or family at home? 

Although the IT and communications infrastructures on board yachts have changed beyond recognition in the last 10 years, the costs of satellite airtime means that its use and services largely remains the preserve of captains and owners.  

However, with the advent of advanced billing solutions that can accurately account for satellite airtime use, these services can now be opened up to passengers and crew for the first time, presenting ship owners with the opportunity for a  revenue stream.
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Accounting

Integrated accounting products, are making administration and management for the satellite terminals and associated infrastructure far simpler.  

When combined with the advances in the satellite services on offer from company’s like Inmarsat, the new revenue streams are  becoming a very plausible option.  

Inmarsat’s Fleet 77, for example, is perfect for surfing the Internet as it offers an ‘always-on’ Internet connection that is billed by the amount of information transferred rather than the time spent online. 

This means that web pages can be viewed indefinitely without incurring any additional cost.  

Combine this with an accounting package and billing system that allows owners to track each data package and accurately allocate it to an individual account and you have the perfect operational environment for giving Internet access to everyone on board.  

It’s one thing accounting for the costs and ensuring that they are covered, but these systems even allow ship owners to make a profit.  

On vessels with a large crew or a quick rotation of passengers, such as cruise ships, systems similar to those already used in Internet cafés across the world can be utilised.  

Owners can charge passengers and crew for Internet and e-mail access on either a pre-pay or paid in arrears basis.  

If they opt for a pre-pay model, passengers could purchase a card on board the ship – similar to the ‘top up’ cards used for mobile phones.  Alternatively, the costs can be settled in arrears at the end of the voyage – a model used by most hotels.
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Business services for cruise passengers

Whilst passengers will use the new services predominately for leisure purposes, vessel owners will also be able to offer a true ‘office-on-the-ocean’ package to business clients.  

Business passengers can connect their own laptop to the vessel’s Inmarsat equipment and access email, corporate intranet sites and the Internet, as well as have access to telephone and fax services from the comfort of their own room, or in the ‘Internet Lounge’.  

This is a major plus for those business people who are never more than arms length away from their computer, and provides innovative yacht owners with a host of new charter opportunities, including (additional) corporate hospitality events and longer cruising routes.

With many of the larger superyachts carrying from fifteen up to thirty crewmembers, the additional revenue generated from their use of the communication systems is not to be overlooked. 

There are also other benefits.  Crew welfare, especially through crew calling, has featured heavily in the press in recent months.  The additional communications opportunities that email can offer crewmembers will boost morale significantly and will help owners to retain quality staff.  It will be particularly beneficial to staff who are away from home for a long period of time or whose loved ones live in a different time zone.

The combination of new satellite packages, such as Inmarsat’s Fleet 77, and integrated billing and accounting solutions, such as the IP Communications Gateway, provides the perfect environment for ship owners to open up e-mail and Internet to both passengers and crew.  
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Sorting out the costs

Historically it has been very difficult to accurately separate out the costs incurred on essential ship communications, from those of non-essential data transmissions. 

This makes it difficult to provide itemised bills and costs can spiral out of control, as satellite airtime does not come cheap.  

However, there are essential on-board operations and processes that rely on satellite communication.
The historically preferred method of sending data in a satellite environment has never helped the accounting issue.  

With Inmarsat B, or indeed any system that bills by airtime, the most cost-effective method of data transmission is to carefully compress and package data and send it out in a single transaction, say once every three hours. 

Each call will usually incur a minimum charge, making it desirable to keep the number of calls to a workable minimum.  

This produces a highly cost-effective method of data transfer, but it makes it virtually impossible to separate out the individual costs for essential ship data transfers (such as weather charts and engine monitoring data), from personal emails and other ‘leisure’ communications.
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Inmarsat 77 = easier accounting

The arrival of Inmarsat’s new Fleet 77 offering, with its Mobile Packet Data Service (MPDS), has given Inmarsat partners the opportunity to address this fundamental issue.  

MPDS differs from other Inmarsat services as it is billed on the volume of data transferred rather than on time. 

This simple change is set to revolutionise ship communications as it allows owners to virtually “track each data package” and accurately allocate it to an individual account.  This gives owners the power to precisely scrutinise the vessel’s communications bill, in order to assess the exact costs associated with an individual user or particular piece of equipment.  

With MPDS it is still more cost-effective to compress data before sending it, but it is no longer necessary to batch the data.  

In fact, the Fleet 77 MPDS service makes it theoretically possible for a vessel to permanently remain online offering ‘instant’ email, without incurring on-line ‘per-minute’ charges. 

The operational requirement of ocean-going vessels, relying on regular use of voice or dial-up data services will, in practical terms, not allow for permanently online Fleet 77 terminals. This might be more applicable to the other Fleet members: F55 and F33. 
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Payment mechanisms 

By using simple individual logins, transactions can be charged on a pre-pay or ‘on account’ basis.  This system provides owners with the control, while allowing them to offer a customised service to individuals. 

To protect against misuse or unexpectedly large bills, credit limits can be specified and certain users can be granted higher priority or access to more sophisticated services that are closed to others.

The billing system to manage these services could be incorporated into a Common Access Card (CAC) system. 

By including email in the CAC, crew would have the choice of multiple emails to various people for the same price as a single short telephone call. 

This not only means that more people can use the system at one time: A telephone can only be used by one person at a time, but an IP connection can be utilised by multiple users given the right access control. 

On top of communication with friends and loved ones, staff and crew can be given access to wider Internet functionality such as online banking, alleviating many of the financial worries that personnel face when away from home for long periods of time. 

With an ‘always-on’ connection, and the implementation of a pay-by-byte system, many vessel owners may feel concern that users will generate unnecessary costs.  

An environment where individuals are charged by the amount of data downloaded tends to prevent people from making unnecessary phone calls or e-mails.  And ultimately the vessel owner has absolute control over the use of the service.  

And how much to charge?  Two dollar per email, or thirty cents per Mega byte perhaps?  Well again, the vessel owner can decide.

