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Where GMDSS is heading 

DECK

Inmarsat has provided excellent safety communications, but as its market share of maritime comms gets attacked and coastal radio stations are less used, it is worth considering where GMDSS is going in the future. 

By Steve Harding, who was involved in putting together some of the original GMDSS legislation for the UK Maritime and Coastguard Agency

BODY

Many years ago, one of the first questions posed to trainee Radio Officers like myself went something along the lines of, “Why do ships carry radio?”

Being young and naïve, I replied, “So I can speak to my mother on the telephone!”

In what was obviously a well-rehearsed ritual the lecturer gleefully ridiculed, “you’re wrong, Harding. Radio is only carried on ships to enhance the safety of life at sea!”

Now I’m old and cynical.  Despite the passing of years however, nothing has assuaged my initial opinion: that lecturer was talking baloney.  

To be fair, he was not alone in being seduced by this form of collective madness and its source on the south bank of the River Thames.
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How maritime communications started

Marconi was no altruist. Shipowners would buy into his concept of maritime radio because it significantly enhanced ship operation, particularly given wider developments in communications technology; the electric telegraph.  

The same technology could also be applied to save the lives of well-heeled passengers - this was a bonus he shamelessly exploited. It could also be used to save the lives of the worthless wretches who served on ships.

Marconi readily appreciated, once the capital had been invested to implement and maintain a commercial maritime radiocommunications service to generate revenue and profit, a distress service could be supported at virtually no additional (marginal) cost. 

Moreover, at a time when he could exercise a virtual monopoly, the magnanimous offer of a free and comprehensive distress service would generate goodwill and other non-price related benefits to further his company’s image and market penetration. And a very successful policy it was too.
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Today’s distress communications

In due course the requirement for all maritime radiocommunciations service providers to support distress communications was formalised through international rules and standards.  

The requirements for land coast stations are as follows. 

i) Coast radio stations must maintain 24/7 operation without interruption of service. 

ii)  Any distress communication to be given absolute priority. I

iii)  All distress communications to be free.

In terms of cost, condition I) is the most onerous.  

Building and operating a robust communications network is not cheap, but it’s not an issue when this level of service is required to meet commercial demands.  

Furthermore, spare capacity could to maintain robustness can be applied to maintain commercial services without impacting on distress traffic as required by condition ii) for those old enough to remember, coast stations would switch their operations to 512 kHz under the QUZ procedure - distress phase still in force; restricted working may be resumed.  

Finally, there is no such thing as ‘nil-cost’ communications.  To fulfil condition iii), someone else had to pay for the distress traffic, and that someone was the ship owner. In other words, the revenue from commercial operations cross-subsidised the distress service.

More my accident than design, these arrangements are actually economically efficient and equitable.  That is, the maritime distress service fulfils the functional requirement; it saves lives, and those who benefit from the service; the shipping industry, are paying for it.  

SUBHEAD

IMO 

This is excellent news for IMO officialdom. Members can strut their stuff in meetings making whatever promises they like about maritime distress radiocommunications services safe in the knowledge, irrespective of how much it may cost to implement what they seek, the ship owner effectively picks up the bill. 

(This is a situation far from being unique to radio when it comes to IMO decision-making!) 

With one very, very big proviso: someone actually wants to invest in the infrastructure required to maintain maritime radiocommunications services and is able to absorb the largesse of IMO, which basically means they’re in a position to pass on the additional costs to the ship owner.  

A point completely lost on those responsible for drafting the rules and standards underpinning the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System or GMDSS adopted in 1988, particularly regulation 5 of Chapter IV of the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS IV/5):

“Each Contracting Government undertakes to make available, … appropriate shore-based facilities for space and terrestrial radiocommunications services having due regard to the recommendations of the Organization.” (Source: http://www.austlii.edu.au)

How magnanimous!  

It is a little difficult to estimate how much this regulation actually costs the global shipping industry, i.e., the benefit in kind IMO is seeking to gain from commercial maritime radiocommunications service providers, but by way of an example, in 2001 National Air Traffic Services (NATS) spent in excess of £500 Million on shore based distress and safety radiocommunications services to aviation. And that’s only for the UK!  (Source: http://www.nats.co.uk/) 

Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out as planned for IMO.  The rules of the game had changed.  By 1988 terrestrial, commercial maritime radiocommunications was already mortally wounded, torpedoed by INMARSAT.  

With few exceptions, the service providers who were supposed to invest in GMDSS infrastructure politely informed IMO it could stick its standards in that place where the sun never shines. 

And although IMO has worked hard to try and plug the gaps, you’re more likely to find weapons of mass destruction in Baghdad than an operational, terrestrial GMDSS radiocommunications service in many areas of the world.

Not that this really matters. The inclusion of terrestrial radiocommunications services in the GMDSS was always something of a political sop.  
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GMDSS and satellite

Conceptually GMDSS sought to take advantage of the, then, developing satellite services and their ability to provide secure and robust global communication from ship to shore. To allow those best placed, and adept at handling emergencies at sea to take command of the situation.  To all intents and purposes, GMDSS and INMARSAT are synonymous.  

On closer examination, the modus operandi of INMARSAT was actually little different to the service implemented by Marconi.  Once it had invested in the infrastructure required to support commercial satellite communications, the provision of distress services was marginal for INMARSAT.  

Thus, particularly at a time when it had a virtual monopoly, it could offer IMO a comprehensive and free distress service, basically, to whatever standards IMO desired.  

This included agreeing a procedure to ensure distress communications were free through, unless things have changed recently, levying a tax on ship owners each time they used the service.

All well and good, and there is little doubt INMARSAT fully conforms to the requirements of SOLAS IV/5.  It is the ultimate goose that, up to this point, has laid the golden safety eggs for IMO. And for all I know INMARSAT may well be able to continue doing so ad infinitum. 
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Inmarsat’s competition

But I suspect not as the rules of the game are changing again. Beguiling sirens are seeking to lure Inmarsat’s customer base.  

Temptations include the offer of fixed-price global communications at a cost substantially less than INMARSAT using other satellite or, through a certain irony, terrestrial networks.  

It’s far too early to say whether this competition will lead to INMARSAT suffering the cataclysmic meltdown of its terrestrial predecessors.  This is most unlikely.  

However, there can be no guarantee owners will have any allegiance to INMARSAT and may increasingly choose to use service providers for commercial communications who have absolutely no commitment to the GMDSS, if only to avoid paying the ‘GMDSS tax’.  

For INMARSAT the costs required to fulfil the IMO’s GMDSS gold standard may no longer be so marginal particularly when they do not appear on competitors’ balance sheets.   

This simply underlines the point that IMO has no divine right to expect radiocommunications services to be provided just to enhance safety of life at sea. To believe otherwise is a myth; and was it ever thus?  

The problem, of course, is SOLAS IV/5.  Let’s be honest, no government in its right mind is, or was ever going to commit itself to spending 8 or 9 figure sums annually on distress and safety communications infrastructure that primarily serves the interests of foreign seafarers.  

It’s absolute baloney as are all the carriage requirements based upon the fallacious assumption that these radiocommunications services are actually there!   

Ships will have radio, of course. But they will have radio to serve their commercial needs.  If only IMO could recognise what goes on in the real shipping world, and frame its rules and standards appropriately, which may crucially assist INMARSAT as well.  There’s too much at stake to allow it to fail.     
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Security

Finally, a question to ponder: security is the buzzword at IMO.  

Members of the Maritime Safety Committee are falling over themselves to yet more rules and standards. Many of these initiatives are underpinned by communications. There does not appear to be any qualms in government to invest 8 or 9 figure sums on the infrastructure required. 

What, therefore, is the point of the GMDSS beyond maintaining the lifestyle of a small number of officials who claim to be responsible for its superintendence and maintenance?   

