GSM crew calls on ships for the same price as using fixed phones?
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Caption – making cellular phone calls on ships.. A possibility for the future?
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Irish technology company Altobridge has developed technology which could allow seafarers to make calls using their GSM (cellular) phones onboard ships, at the same rates at using their Inmarsat or Iridium crew phones. 

The development is particularly interesting considering that virtually every seafarer seems to have his own cellular phone, whilst despite enormous efforts not many ships have seafarer calling facilities – only around 3,000 Inmarsat crew phones have been installed to date, and a smaller number of Iridium crew phones. 

With the Altobridge system, when a seafarer makes a call from a cellular phone, a device in the ship’s bridge receives the call and automatically dials up the satcom, for example Inmarsat –B, -A or Fleet, or Iridium, and puts the call through.

If the ship-shore telephone is not available (for example it is being used for business use) then the caller will get an error message or call, such as “network unavailable”.

If two or three GSM calls are being made at once, the technology can compress them so they can all go through a single voice channel. It can also automatically compress a 16 kbps standard GSM call to a 2.4 kbps Iridium call, if necessary. 

When someone from shore phones the seafarer on their normal cellular number, the call is routed through to a service provider which dials up the best available ship-shore telephone, and routes the call through it, then puts the call through the shipboard GSM communication facility. 

The seafarers pay for the call via their normal home bill – no calling cards would be needed. A GSM service provider gives a cut to the seafarer’s home cellular company, to Inmarsat, maybe also to the shipping company, to the Inmarsat service provider, and to itself. 

If the Inmarsat service provider is also the shipboard GSM service provider then the pie is only split 4 ways instead of 5. 

To reduce the costs further – the seafarers could actually buy a France Telecom or Xantic mobile phone – so the seafarer’s personal cellular company and Inmarsat service provider is the same company. 

Now the pie is only being split 3 ways – and the company which decides how much the seafarer pays is the same company which has an incentive to try to get the cost conscious seafarers to make lots of calls, by keeping the final price down.
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SMS


The system works in exactly the same way for SMS messages, sent to and from the ship. These are generally batched together and sent several times an hour, or held until there are a certain number of messages to send, rather than creating a dial up connection every time a SMS message is sent, which would be very expensive. 

If the ship has an Iridium or Globalstar phone, these allow text messages to be sent without dialling up. In this case, the Altobridge technology can map a GSM SMS into the standard Iridium and Globalstar SMS format and de-map it back to GSM format at the other end. 

These are interesting issues with many questions to be answered and a long way to go before any of this becomes reality.

But GSM has over a billion users, and is used everywhere. Is the question of whether GSM will find its way onto ships more a question of when rather than if? 
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Keeping costs down

There are many advantages to seafarers in being able to use their own cellular phones rather than crew phones.

For a start most seafarers seem to have their own cellular phones, and not many ships have crew phones. 

Seafarers can phone in privacy, use the same phone number anywhere, use their address book, receive calls and not need to bother with phone cards. 

The big question is if the costs can be kept down.

The technology makes use of the worldwide GSM roaming system, which enables calls made and received on GSM phones in different parts of the world to be billed back to the users home phone account. 

A service provider is required to make all the different deals (Altobridge clearly states that it is an equipment provider not a service provider).

So, for example, if the ship shore call costs $4 a minute, then the shipboard service provider could take $1 a minute, to cover the cost of the shipboard technology, and send a bill back to the users home account for $5 a minute.

The users home account might add another $0.50 onto the cost of the call, as standard practise with roaming calls, so the seafarer pays $5.50 a minute. 

Where this gets very interesting is if one of the Inmarsat service providers, such as Stratos, France Telecom, Xantic or Marlink, actually operated the GSM service on the ship. 

These companies purchase airtime from Inmarsat at wholesale rates, often paying as little as 33 per cent of the price which they bill the shipping company, sources say.

In a bid to sell more airtime, they could easily cover the costs of running the shipboard GSM equipment, and also add a discount to allow for a contribution to the seafarer’s home cellular company, out of their up to 66 per cent cut. 

This means the seafarer pays the same price for GSM calls as they would using a pre-pay card.

So, for example, at seafarer super quiet time, seafarers can currently phone home from shore on Inmarsat –A, -B and Fleet for just $1 a minute, which is paid to the Inmarsat service provider; the price the Inmarsat distributor pays Inmarsat is a secret but might be something like $0.33. 

Out of the $0.66 the service provider is estimated to take, the costs have to be covered for profit, marketing the service, distributing seafarer phone cards, installing crew phones and managing the money.

If instead, the seafarers were able to make superquiet time calls from their own phones, then the Inmarsat service provider would not have to pay to install crew phones, manage crew cards, collect money and market the service; they would only have to install a GSM transceiver on the ship. 

The Inmarsat service provider could then afford to take just $0.33 out of the cost of the call, and allow the cellular provider to pocket a further $0.33, thus keeping the prices the same. 

It might even be possible to squeeze a small cut to go back to the shipping company. 

These prices are all hypothetical and indicative only, since Digital Ship will never be told the actual figures, but give a clear idea about how the service could work. 
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Altobridge

Altobridge, a company based in Tralee, Ireland, originally developed its technology for the aviation market, where there are tough issues with certification of the technology and making sure there is no radio interference. The shipping industry proved comparatively easier, the company says. 

The Altobridge team have a long history in developing cellular solutions for niche applications, such as wireless office and emergency network installations, with such companies as Microcellular Systems, which was involved in early GSM applications aboard cruise ships.

As well as seafarer GSM, Altobridge has another eye on the container tracking market – long considered a holy grail for satellite operators. 

Over the past 8 years about 40 service providers of container tracking satellite technology must have knocked on Digital Ship’s door, and its predecessor magazines, ands they have nearly all failed. 

No containers on deep-sea voyages to our knowledge are fitted with tracking devices which work when the ships are at sea. 

Whilst obviously shippers would love to know more about their cargoes, and may even be willing to pay, all the service providers come against the same problems.  

Satellite tracking devices don’t work when the container is at the bottom of a stack.

Satellite tracking devices are expensive. 

Shipping container boxes do not travel in a closed loop – they take one cargo, then are emptied and take a different cargo – so if container tracking devices are fitted on one container they must be fitted on every container in the world for it to be any use, or the logistics of boxes needs to be reorganised.

The container shipping industry is controlled by a small number of large companies, all of which feel that they know enough about their containers from their own systems. They certainly do not want to deal with endless calls from shippers saying “I think my refrigeration unit is turned off”. 

Big as they are, shippers do not have enough consolidated power to force the container shipping industry to change its ways, even if they wanted satellite container tracking. 

But Altobridge may possibly have a solution around this, if it can persuade container shipping lines to fit GSM transceivers.

Shippers could then fit cheap GSM transceivers on their containers, which send text messages to the shipping company, via the Altobridge system, if their refrigeration units are unplugged or if they break, or if the door is opened. 

The shipping line does not have to pay anything or do anything, they may even be able to make some money from the cost of the text message. 

Because GSM is an (almost) global standard, the same technology will work when the containers are in port, road or depot.

Unlike satellite transmitters, GSM transmitters do work at the bottom of a stack of containers – they are also much cheaper and the price is plummeting further.

There are still the problems to be resolved of whether shipping lines want to receive calls from shippers talking about problems with their containers mid-Pacific, or if the closed-loop problem can be solved – but this certainly could be nearer to solving the problem than ever before. 
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Inmarsat's view

Inmarsat is currently involved in helping the development of passenger GSM systems onboard aircraft, working with companies like Altobridge, and it believes that the maritime industry will benefit from this aviation development.

"That's where the aeronautical world is going," says Robert Johnson, director of maritime with Inmarsat.

"Inmarsat is totally supporting it - and developing it with its partners today." 

Inmarsat does not believe that GSM on ships is likely to be cost effective for ships using the current I3 satellite offerings (Inmarsat -A, -B, mini-M and Fleet) because of the cost involved. 

"This will be quite big when the I4s come in but not before," he says. 

However when the B-GAN 432 kbps services start for shipping in 2008, or for ships which have VSAT now, shipboard GSM is a stronger possibility because passengers will be able to make rates similar to current GSM international roaming rates, Inmarsat believes.

"You've got to get the pricing down so everybody can get a more efficient margin on it," he says.

Inmarsat is well aware about the need to keep seafarer call charges low - after increasing its superquiet time for crew it saw an increase in the average daily use of a crew satellite phone from 7 minutes to 21 minutes. "The market elasticity is there and the market is waking up to that," he says. 

Other critical issues are making sure the shipboard GSM systems can automatically shutdown when they are within the coverage area of terrestrial GSM (up to 30 miles from shore).

Mr Johnson notes that the fitting of GSM piconodes on the ship (radio receivers) is much cheaper if done while the ship is being built. 

Mr Johnson notes that normal GSM phones are not allowed to be used in certain areas on tankers, because they are not intrinsically safe (ie able to make a spark), it is possible to make intrinsically safe GSM phones - seafarers could take their SIM card out of their normal phone and put them in the intrinsically safe phone. 

On the subject of satellite container tracking, Mr Johnson says, "it could work. It all depends if the person who owns the container wants to know that type of detail - does he want to know the cooler has gone off the container in the middle of the Atlantic." 

