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Inmarsat Fleet so far

DECK HEAD

Digital Ship talked to some of the companies selling Inmarsat Fleet terminals about their experiences so far, what shipping companies like and what they are using it for

BODY

Inmarsat Fleet was originally launched nearly 2 years ago, and so far it is gradually finding its way into the market place. 

Shipping companies are experimenting with it, maybe fitting it on one vessel in their fleet, maybe just fitting it as replacements for Inmarsat –As, maybe connecting it into computer networks, maybe experimenting with MPDS.

The shipping industry is proving to be very conservative, and in the most part seems to be just looking to replace Inmarsat –A terminals, and is unwilling to experiment much with the always on MPDS service, concerned about enormous communications bills.

But things are still moving. Thrane and Thrane, maybe the largest Inmarsat Fleet terminal manufacturer, is building up lists of accredited software and hardware which is proven to work with Fleet to act as a kind of knowledge base for its distributors. 

Navarino Telecom, maybe the largest Inmarsat distributor in Greece, reports that several of its customers have thoroughly trialled one Fleet terminal in their fleets and are now coming back for more. 

V-Ships, the largest shipmanager in the world, has participated in a Fleet trial and has reviewed the benefits. 
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Thrane & Thrane, probably the leading supplier of Inmarsat Fleet

equipment, having at the time of writing (Oct 15 2003) shipped more than 800 Capsat Fleet77 terminals and 200 Capsat Fleet55 terminals.

The two largest segments are commercial shipping and yachts.

One interesting observation Thrane & Thrane notices is that the anticipated market segmentation for the different products is not pure black and white.

Inmarsat anticipated that deep sea ships would primarily like the Global Fleet 77, with its ISDN high data capacity channel, MPDS and global voice and data services, and smaller recreational vessels would go for Fleet 33, able to live without its ISDN and data communications under the spot beams only.

According to Christian Kock, maritime technical pre-sales manager with

Thrane & Thrane, what has actually happened has not been directly as anticipated; deep sea ships have shown to be highly price sensitive when it comes to new Satcom equipment. Besides that, not all commercial vessels see a need for ISDN/MPDS high speed data. It looks like the commercial vessels operating in spot beam coverage are satisfied with the performance and services offer by the Fleet33. Super yachts on the other hand owned by the superrich who want the best possible communications at any cost and so go for Fleet77 with global coverage. Even superyacht sailing in spot beam areas tend to go for the bigger Fleet77 and not Fleet55 as first expected. This is primarily due to a minor price difference and that they go for full solution. 

Also, of the different Fleet terminals on offer, Fleet 33 is maybe the most similar to the Inmarsat A and Bs, which shipping companies are most comfortable with – especially, the 9.6kbps data and fax services.

“It’s a rather conservative market, especially in commercial vessels,” says Mr Kock. “They still stay with the old A and B structures – this is a mature technology/service.”

MPDS is not yet available over Fleet 33 and won’t be until early 2004 – but this is not a problem for most shipping companies, who have not used MPDS before and see it as a way to invite thousands of dollars worth of unauthorized shipboard web surfing.

“Shipping companies are frightened of letting people have access to the Internet,” he comments. “In the commercial world – the internet is definitely not a good word to use”. The problem with the unfaith towards MPDS is that the users are still inexperienced with MPDS usage and what the service can offer.

The MPDS service should not be considered a tool to access the Internet for web browsing, but rather a tool to use the Internet to receive useful data for ship operations and security, he says.

Another issue is that shipping companies are very comfortable with their current systems of having a radio operator or other staff member dial up 2 or 3 times a day to send all the e-mails and data traffic necessary. Among other things this enables the quantity of data sent between ship and shore to be easily controlled.

MPDS is very useful for e-mail, Mr Kock notes; particularly if you are

waiting for an urgent e-mail, you can receive it as soon as it is sent,

without continually dialling up.

A great disadvantage of MPDS in the eyes of shipping companies is that they cannot make a phone call to vessels which are connected to MPDS.

Thrane & Thrane is working on a call waiting feature, so that seafarers connected to MPDS are alerted when there is a phone call trying to

come through. Today, some LESOs, already provide warning software using PC software, although only when you are connected to the their own network.

“We think that shipping companies over time will start using the MPDS,” says Mr Kock. “They have to be convinced that it’s a mature and reliable service.” Besides, that they must realize the new opportunities/possibilities with MPDS.

The headache of implementing the ISPS code is also tying up any spare time that shipping companies have, so no one has much appetite for putting in new shipboard communications systems, he says. This time could have been used to study the MPDS possibilities further.

SUBHEAD

Using Fleet

The Fleet products are rarely used by themselves, normally being plugged into computer networks.

Many shipping companies believe that their Fleet terminal acquisition should go along with putting together a shipboard computer network. “The Fleet family is rarely and not intended to be used as standalone systems,” says Mr Kock. Despite other satellite networks the trend is that the Inmarsat terminals and services go towards greater data usage.

This creates a whole new range of headaches. Putting together even the most basic computer network together is exceptionally difficult if you don’t know how, even with modern Windows software. Putting one together on a ship is even more difficult. Added to the challenge is that, if it doesn’t work, the temptation is to think that the problem lies in the satellite communications infrastructure, not the software.

“If you think something is going wrong with the PC set up they look at the satellite terminal and think, there’s probably a problem with the sitcom equipment,” says Mr Kock.

SUBHEAD

Accredited software and hardware

To help things along, Thrane & Thrane is currently putting together lists of

accredited computer networking software and hardware, which are posted on its extranet, so access is available to all Thrane & Thrane distributors.

It is grouping software and hardware under the categories of communication in general; navigation (sea chart and weather update); administration(manuals and online support); safety distress (not GMDSS which is a separate system); systems (LANs, servers and hubs); and private (crew calling, news and entertainment).

Thrane & Thrane is not planning to try to standardize shipboard installations, but just allow one shipping company to learn from other’s experiences about what works and what doesn’t.

Software and hardware found to work well with the equipment will be put in this list.

The most difficult equipment to get working with Fleet, Thrane & Thrane says, is LAN servers and hubs, mainly because they are not configured to work in a satellite communication environment.

Navigation equipment on the other hand is proving very straightforward,

sending weather updates and charts to the vessel. “That tends to work pretty good,” says Mr Kock.  “Its just add on software with the fleet.”

The administration systems are a bit more complicated; there are so many different tools available providing different methods of remote support and systems management, as well as software for managing crewing, payroll and purchasing.

The private equipment covers such hardware as the Inmarsat crew phone, which plugs into a standard phone.

In the safety area, there are tools such as the shipboard electronic

logbook, which sends data back to shore, as well as the safety documentation and reporting systems involved in most of the software packages. It also includes management of the spare parts required to be kept for safety reasons.
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Navarino

Navarino Telecom in Greece, one of the largest Inmarsat resellers in the world, recently experienced a bump in Inmarsat Fleet sales, with 14 further orders during September / October 2003, including one large order of 10. 

“The 4th quarter of this year has begun well”, says Konstantinos Katsoulis, Navarino’s marketing manager,
Navarino is currently offering a 2-month migration package for companies moving to Inmarsat Fleet, with a subsidy of Eur 1500 if an Inmarsat –A terminal is replaced and free airtime deals. 

Nearly 2 years after the original Fleet launch, companies are getting a sense that the technologies will increase their business value. 

“We expect many Fleet 77 terminals sales – as most of the companies have only installed 1, 2 and 3 terminals as a test,” says Mr Katsoulis. “They have fleets with over 20 vessels.” 

“Within the next year they are going to replace all the terminals except –B with Fleet family products.”

Shipping companies which rely on Inmarsat mini-M for their main communications are often considering using a Fleet terminal for official company communication, leaving the mini-M for crew use.

Navarino notes that there is still a sense that shipping companies are waiting for Fleet 33 to be available, with the full MPDS service.

The Nera Fleet 33 terminal is already available, but without MPDS; it will need an upgrade when the Fleet 33 MPDS service becomes available. The Thrane Fleet 33 terminal will be the first on the market with MPDS in it.

“Fleet 33 can carry today’s requirements but I’m not sure about the future data requirements,” he says. 

Mr Katsoulis notes that most of his customers are using the Fleet terminal mainly for e-mail communication, sending standard forms back to the shore created onboard ship. 

“We provide GT Ships- GT Mail. The latest version of GT is compatible with Fleet 77. They compress even more. The compression is one of the most reliable solutions. We have tested it many times – it seems to be the most reliable product.”

Mr Katsoulis says that most of the shipping companies he does business with have several staff members authorise to send e-mail messages to shore, but it does depend on company policy. Most of the messages being sent are “official” messages, linked to company business.

Several of his customers have small computer networks onboard, with 3 or 4 computers. “Inmarsat Fleet does seem to be pushing companies to think about networks,” he observes.” 
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Fleet 55 and V.Ships
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The Saga Pearl

The Radome on the Saga Pearl

Neil Sayce, communications manager with V.Ships

Raju Balasubramanian, radio officer of the Saga Pearl
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V.Ships has been trialling an EMS Technologies Fleet 55 unit onboard cruise ship M V Saga Pearl. Here is the case study

BODY

Built in Italy, the Nassau registered Saga Pearl (formerly the Minerva) is owned by Atholl Shipping, operated by Saga Holidays and managed by V Ships. 

She cruises mainly around Europe, with occasional forays to the Bahamas and Brazil. She has berths for some 430 passengers.  

Neil Sayce, V Ships' group communications and electronics manager, installed the EMS Fleet 55 in order to ascertain the cost-saving associated with having both high-speed ISDN and MPDS available for least-cost-routing by service.

In total, V Ships was evaluating the EMS Fleet 55 on three different vessel types chosen from among the 300 or so vessels V Ships manages.  

The Fleet 55 above decks equipment was sited on the port side of the upper promenade deck, amongst an impressive display of radomes which included Inmarsat-A, B, M and Mini M, as well as satellite TV. 

The Below Decks Equipment (BDE) was sited in the Radio Room at the rear of the navigating bridge, two decks below the ADE. 

Installation was straightforward and trouble-free, V.Ships reports.

The terminal had to be connected to a TEAMtalk shipboard e-mail system from TEAMtalk Satellite.

Connection to the vessel's PABX was a later consideration planned for the future. 

The vessel connects to the shore-based TEAMtalk Super-Hub some five or six times a day, exchanging anything up to a total of 1 Megabyte of e-mail within a 24 hour period.

SUBHEAD

Performance

Mr Sayce stated that the ISDN connections were solid and produced extremely good throughput, while the voice quality appeared better than he had previously experienced with Mini-M. 

The radio officer, Raju Balasubramanian, noted that when the vessel was following snaking courses up the Norwegian fjords, the vessel's Inmarsat-B was operating at only around level 2 to 3 (the minimum requirement for a communications session), whereas the Fleet 55 was producing signal strength in excess of 80%.  

Mr Balasubramanian conducted numerous tests with the Fleet 55, dialing into the TEAMtalk Super-Hub using both MPDS and ISDN, although given the high volumes of traffic the Saga Pearl generates and receives, ISDN is almost without exception the more cost-effective solution. 

However, Neil Sayce commented that unlike the Saga Pearl, a standard cargo vessel exchanges no more than around 4 Megabytes per month, undoubtedly making MPDS the more cost-effective solution for infrequent ad-hoc calling patterns associated with these vessel types.  

Mr Neil calculated that based on his throughput he was achieving around $2.21 per Megabit (or 128 kilobytes) using ISDN.  This meant that his Fleet 55 data requirement was costing nearly half of what it would cost over Inmarsat-B 9 .6 kbps and nearly a quarter of the cost of using Inmarsat-A voice channels.  

SUBHEAD

MPDS

It was noted by Mr Neil that while MPDS did afford web browsing, service pricing is such that it can only be justified in urgent situations. 

For example, Mr Balasubramanian had occasion to connect to the website of the Bahamian Registry in order to download an administrative form which was needed urgently.  

Nick Young, TEAMtalk's head of technical services, stated that test with TEAMtalk Super-Hub went extremely well-in fact, much better than had been expected. 

He estimated overall packet loss through re-transmission to be around 15%, which is very healthy when compared to the 40% or more experienced with terrestrial GPRS, the GSM world's equivalent to MPDS.  

TEAMtalk had tested the overhead associate with the "always on" capability of MPDS by browsing to a website and then clicking the browser STOP icon. 

A 15 minute wait produced no packet transfers at all, indicating a zero overhead in such a situation and the potential for a vessel to be connected on to the internet all day at no cost.

Mr Balasubramanian said that he had received very good support from EMS' technical team, who were prompt, detailed and helpful.  

He stated that the interface software was very good, being easy to use and providing good terminal control and call tracking.  

Neil Sayce commented that of the 300 vessels V Ships manages, not one has its Inmarsat A or B registered for GMDSS purposes. Hence, in cases where a vessel predominantly trades within spot-beam coverage, it is likely that a vessel's owner would prefer to replace an aging 'A ' with a Fleet 55 terminal, rather than the more expensive '77.
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TISC

Maritime communications company TISC cannot reveal the name of any of its clients but reports on one Fleet installation with “the leading management company to support accommodation / support jack up operators in the world.”

The shipping company supports oil rigs around the world. Its vessels can handle tasks including platform breakdown repair, installation, abandonment, structural inspection, pipeline inspection/maintenance, well tasking, well workhver, diving, shallow water drilling, conductor pile driving and offshore wind turbine installation.

The company operates 3 self elevating platforms (known as “jack-ups”) and has installed a Fleet 77 terminal on one of them in July this year. The platform has an accommodation block on it. It has 84.3m legs and can operate in water depths of up to 45.7m. 

Eveline van Dijk, marketing manager of TISC, notes that the current airtime prices of Fleet 77 are working out to 5 – 10 per cent lower than Inmarsat –B, which does not justify purchase of a Fleet terminal if the B is working and the user has no intention to make use of the other services available with Fleet, such as MPDS.

However TISC expects the rates for Fleet 77 to drop “as with all new products.” Also the terminal size is a little smaller than the B and the hardware is easier to maintain.

“The purchase of a F77 is especially encouraged among maritime vessels who currently use the A , hence the migration offer. Or for new built vessels. I don't know too many companies who try to persuade B users to migrate to F 77,” she says. 

Customers are often disappointed with MPDS, because they compare the speed of it with ISDN speed; ISDN looks much faster. 

“Although MPDS can reach a maximum speed  of 64-64 kbps, the data is send over a shared bandwidth, so that speed it not realistic. I think that that is the reason for the disappointment for the speed of MPDS,” she says. 

