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Free or pay for shipboard e-mail services

DECK 

With so many free shipboard e-mail services on the market, is there any reason why shipping companies should pay for a shipboard e-mail tool like Rydex or Dualog? 

BODY

Shipboard e-mail software is very specialised; it has to make sure that the communications cost are minimised by compressing the messages as much as possible, optimising them for satellite transmission both at shore and on the ship, and filtering out viruses, spam and unwanted attachments. 

Until recently there was little choice but to pay for some satellite enhanced package, however Reinhold Lueppen, project manager of SkyFile at France Telecom, is convinced there is no longer any need to pay when you can use a free tool like SkyFile. 

“SkyFile is a premium product, as it has the full functionality like AMOS connect or Rydex,” he said, “but it is for free!”

Mr. Lueppen claims that when SkyFile was launched by German LESO DeTeSat in September 2000, it was based on a totally different and unique business model compared to the competition, which he believes concentrated on taking money for value-adds. 

“Our philosophy,” he explained, “was that if we give a value add to our customers [for free], they will still have an advantage to go for DeTeSat (now France Telecom Mobile Satellite Services), even with the same airtime conditions (Quality of Service, rates), due to the monthly license savings.” 
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Airtime sales

He points out that the reason the fully featured version of SkyFile can be given out for free, is not because it is a low budget development, but as it is ultimately an airtime generator. 

A reactive development team, responding to customer needs rather than designing fancy but rarely used features, and an easy-to-use interface, lead to high customer satisfaction. This results in increased sales and a high rate of customer retention for the full product, which includes airtime.
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Telaurus

Trevor Whitworth, Marketing Manager at Telaurus, has a similar philosophy. 

Its Se@comm software is also free of charge and claims to provide all the benefits of a “designed-for-purpose” application. 

“There is much more to email than just sending the message - more than just the program,” he explained. “In our case all the features, cost advice, follow-me addresses etc - all of which form an email program that "drives" the communication link.”

Mr. Whitworth goes on to explain that the business model of the company affects whether it is able to provide software free of charge. 

“For a company such as Telaurus, which provides software to enhance the functionality of its product or to establish or improve its competitive position,” he commented, “the 'cost' of its software must be factored into the price of its product. 

“If the software dramatically reduces the 'cost' of its product, then the cost of the software is easily, almost transparently, absorbed.”

“However, for a company that is only in the business of selling software, there is no  alternative but to sell or license software. 

“If, on the other hand, its software only marginally improves a company's competitive position, that company must give careful thought and consideration to the cost and ultimately cost recovery of its software.”
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Telenor

Telenor meanwhile has just released this month its own premium and free email software, Email Advanced, which is downloadable from the Telenor and Marlink web sites. 

It features a new automatic mailbag compression routine that cuts transmission costs by reducing the size and time needed to send messages.
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What you pay for

Roger Adamson, managing director of Rydex, which charges for its software, believes his company’s focus on software development and its neutrality from the LESOs are key benefits. 

Rydex charges a fixed monthly fee for unlimited data transfer, but does not sell the actual airtime. 

This means ship operators are free to purchase airtime from the best available provider. 

“For those tied to an airtime deal there are penalties for using another carrier,” commented Mr. Adamson. “The figures I have seen are around 12%.”

The other major benefits he claims are enhanced functionality, faster product development with updates 3 times a year, an extensive integration programme with major industry partners, and fast unlimited support calls included in the standard monthly bill.  

“For most free email providers, software is not their core business or expertise, it is a way of locking customers into using their airtime,” he said. “These products are just starting to offer better functionality but they have quite significant drawbacks.”

He sees Rydex as appealing to the more technology conscious sector of the market. 

“There is a clear market segmentation in that you do get sophisticated ship operating companies (Tier 1) that derive substantial benefits from high functionality systems and also Tier 3 customers to whom the 'free' software will appeal,” he explained. 

“Rydex, therefore, is operating at the higher end of the market with Tier 1 & 2 customers exclusively.”

SUBHEAD

Is free software worse quality? 

According to Mr. Whitworth, free certainly does not mean cheap and lower quality. 

“Those who provide free software make their benefit on the traffic and have every interest to provide an excellent up to date product not to lose the customer to another provider,” he commented.

“Actually, ‘free’ applications provide a larger revenue stream than ‘paid’ ones allowing for frequent updates and good support.”

Furthermore, for a company relying on usage for its revenue, there is even more need to concentrate on development and support. 

“The better the software and more responsive the support, the more traffic flows, and since our profits are based on traffic and not software sales, we are naturally driven to continuously improve software and support,” he said.
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Track costs

Another advantage with the free software model is that as you only pay for the traffic you use, it is much easier to track costs.

Having paid for premium software up front, it can be more difficult to see who used/benefited from the cost of the software.

Meanwhile, France Telecom is finding that enhanced functionality such as onboard-billing per sub account (used for crew emailing), and split billing to display the cost of each message (email/SMS/Fax) is becoming increasingly demanded. It even claims to have developed a unique service that allows individual costs to be tracked even if several messages are transferred within a single data-call – very useful for charter re-invoicing.

Mr. Lueppen also believes the ease of use of SkyFile is a major benefit and leads to better support, as it will always be more difficult to train the customer care and the support teams if a product is complex. “It's very clear that the core-business of seafarers is not

emailing,” he explained. “So the email-system has to be very easy to use, to support the people in their business in the most flexible way without distracting them! That's basically the philosophy of SkyFile!”

So what do you pay for?

“Functionality and how well the product sits amongst / integrates with other applications onboard & ashore and what is then made possible or what cost can be saved are the major considerations,” concluded Mr. Adamson. “This is where a premium email product can increase profitability of a shipping company in many, not necessary immediately obvious, ways.”

“High end players look for more from their email/data communications package, that's why Rydex provide a highly competent email system and software integration with other non-Rydex applications. This integration work with Rydex at its core brings additional business benefits that email alone cannot.”

Michael Johnson, Principal of Management Systems Consulting LLC, also sees integration as one of the major issues. “I believe that one of the main points concerning the email packages that are provided with the communications package is that of compatibility and the use of a recognized standard to gain unattended access to the mail service,” he commented. “Some providers, such as Xantic, have done a good job integrating standards as MAPI into their package, which allows all of the non-communication software providers to move data between ship and shore on a much easier basis.”

Although most commercial software is compliant with these standards, this is not necessarily true of proprietary software, which may require special interfaces to other products. “Push your communications solution provider to incorporate these industry interfaces in their packages, as this will lessen the integration costs as well as communication cost,” he advised.

So it seems the choice will ultimately come down to specific issues such as the business philosophy of the shipping line, compatibility issues with current software, and user satisfaction. While some may prefer the flexibility of choosing their airtime provider, others may find it simpler and more efficient to use software tied to an airtime package and only be billed for their calls.

