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Developments with e-mail
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There are plenty of developments going on with humble e-mail, particularly in services for crew communications. Here is some of the latest
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Maritime satcoms software company Rydex has launched an innovative service enabling seafarers wives to send them text messages at sea for just 2.5 Philippino pesos (which works out at 0.04 US cents) and send them 1000 character text e-mails free of charge.

Seafarers are provided with a unique South African GSM number (+27) and have the same company e-mail address.

The seafarers can’t actually retrieve the messages on their own mobile phones – they retrieve them on a shipboard computer system. 

If the seafarers want to send 160 character text messages or 1000 character text e-mails back, it costs them $0.50.

Seafarers buy $30 cards to use the service – they receive text messages and e-mails free, and pay $0.50 to send a text message or e-mail, which goes to Rydex to fund the service. 

The shipping company is still paying for the cost of the satellite communications.

Rydex works on the basis that the cost of sending text messages and short text e-mails from ship to shore, when they are batched together and compressed, is so small shipping companies will hardly notice.

Shipping companies have the option of taking a sales commission from the sale of crew calling cards, which can be used to contribute to the satellite communications cost. 

Rydex is working together with a Philipinno company called SMSGlobal to develop the service. SMS Global came up with the initial concept of providing text message keyboards onboard ships. 
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Rydex’ shipboard software

The system works independently of the shipboard e-mail system – it creates its own ship-shore communications connection itself, communicating directly with the satellite terminal.

A special piece of software, running on a special seafarer PC on the ship, alerts seafarers free of charge if there is any e-mail or text message for them, so they can find out if they need to log on. 

Rydex has aimed to solve a problem with many seafarer e-mail accounts, that seafarers to set up a new account on each vessel they are on, and there is no way to forward their messages to the next ship – they simply get lost and the sender never knows they have not been received.

With the Rydex system, seafarers set up a unique e-mail address with their company domain name, and Rydex automatically routes the messages to whichever ship they are on. 

When seafarers buy a card they can be set up with their own South African GSM number and their own e-mail address. 

They can keep the same GSM number, e-mail address, address book and credits when they go to their next ship, so long as it has a computer with the software installed. The credits have no expiry date. 

Seafarers can also set up autoresponders when they sign off the ship, so friends and family know how to reach them, or request that messages are automatically forwarded to internet e-mail accounts (eg hotmail.) 

“We are looking for contracts with whole shipping companies,” says Paul Jolley, sales director of Rydex.
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Rydex’ package

Rydex has put together a simple package which shipping companies can buy, enabling them to offer the service on their ships.

For a fee of $900, they receive 30 $30 cards to sell on the vessel, plus free software they can run on a shipboard computer, which must be connected to the satcom, and a manual. 

The shipping company can optionally choose to just receive a list of activation and reload numbers for their money, instead of the hassle of managing cards. So if a seafarer wants another $30 of calling credit, he just asks the master for a reload number rather than a card.
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Cutting overall costs

Shipping companies can reduce their overall satellite communications costs by providing a crew e-mail service, France Telecom believes, due to the contribution with crew make to the costs. 

“If for example an owner has an e-mail of 1MByte has to be retrieved, this might take 2 minutes with Fleet-77, so he has to pay about 14 USD,” says Reinhold Lüppen, project manager of SkyFile at France Telecom.
“But if at the same time a crew-email of also 1 Mbyte is sent, then the duration of the call is still 2 Minutes, as SkyFile sends and receives files at the same time (duplex),” he says.

“But the transmission costs are split between owner and crew, so each of them have to pay only 1 minute at about 7 USD which is 50% of the costs without SkyFile crew emailing. 

“As there is a detailed onboard-bill and an online limit, the owner can be sure that he will be able to retrieve the money from the crew”

According to Mr Lüppen, this feature has already convinced several owners of merchant fleets, and it is currently used on some medium passenger vessels where it provides the passenger with a unique email address for the duration of the journey.

With the France Telecom system, each crewmember gets a unique email address and a sub-account, secured with a password. Costs per email and per crew member are itemized on the bill. 

The captain can also set usage limitations for each crewmember, and can establish an onboard prepaid solution, where a crewmember has to pay in advance for 50 online minutes and will be blocked after reaching this limit.
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France Telecom’s Scratch and Web

A new Scratch and Web range of cards for data transfer from France Telecom are aimed at making it easier for seafarers to pay for services such as surfing the web or to use e-mail and chat services to keep in touch with their loved ones.

The cards can be used on Regional BGAN, Inmarsat-Fleet or Inmarsat-M4 terminals.

Valid for one year, cards can be charged with 1, 5 or 10 megabytes for Regional BGAN terminals or 4, 16 or 32 megabits for Inmarsat-M4 and Inmarsat-Fleet MPDS. To get a card you can register and log on to www.scratch.clickonftmsc.com and enter a PIN code on the Scratch & Web welcome page.

An alert threshold can be set up to catch fraud, and usage details can be checked in real time.
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E-mail on MPDS 

France Telecom is also working on improving its email capabilities through an MPDS service. 

According to Mr Lüppen, this service will not make much difference in cost for a “normal” user, but will offer the advantage of “instant retrieval" of shore emails and a chat function. 

“We investigated, that the average email-size of Fleet-77 users is about 80 Kbyte, but the break even for the choice between MPDS and ISDN is about 15KByte only - in the case of an email being sent and received at the same time, it's even less,” explains 

“So if e.g. 20 of 100 calls per month are below 15KByte, MPDS would save less than 3% of the total generated traffic costs, which is not very convincing!”

This means that only a few low-data users would have a reasonable cost advantage through MPDS. 

The strength of MPDS is more for a user of email tools like MS Outlook with a direct Internet connection and no compression tools in between, for a chat user or for instant reception of small messages, as with Inmarsat-C but much cheaper.

It can also be effectively used for receipt of notifications of messages waiting, or for some non-messaging applications like tele-maintenance, 3rd part applications like ship maintenance etc.

As far as reducing costs with a standard dial-up connection, “It becomes very difficult to find still big improvements, as the compression and the SAT-protocol technology is close to the optimum already, at least in the leading messaging tools like Skyfile/Rydex/AMOS,” says Mr Lüppen.

However, France Telecom has a range of further cost reduction methods such as SPAM protection, virus scanning, attachment limits and black and white lists for avoiding unwanted traffic. A bidirectional SMS service avoids expensive calls to mobile phones if the needed person is not in the office.
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SeaWave’s Nav Series
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Caption “The new NavSeries” 

US-based marine communications hardware and software provider SeaWave has just launched the NavSeries, a black box solution that features built in satellite and GPS modems for voice and data communications all at a cost of $3,199. 

The NavSeries uses the Iridium network, not Inmarsat, but it can make use of the economical coastal coverage of cellular (GSM) when available via an optional voice and data module.

It does not require any special software to be loaded and administered on shipboard PCs,  and can be used as a stand-alone device or installed as a network. 

The NavSeries is designed as a cheaper alternative to the Seawave Integrator, the most notable differences being the lack of least cost routing and no interface for Inmarsat terminals.

“The SeaWave Integrator can be utilized as a stand alone product employing Iridium and GSM communications mediums or it may be connected to any of the Inmarsat terminals to provide a higher speed alternative with built in redundancy,” explains Lawrence Zevon, SeaWave technical product Manager.

“The NavSeries was designed to be an easy-to-install and use global voice and data solution. 

“There is no software to install and you can also use Outlook or another IMAP client to access email on the box. 

“Virtually all of the same benefits of our TTS software apply to the NavSeries as well as our value added products, billing, tracking, weather, mySeaWave.

“This bargain system is geared towards smaller to mid size vessels not looking for true least cost routing”

SeaWave's Throughput Technology Software (TTS) can be used to enhance transmission speeds and reduce the amount of unnecessary data travelling over the communications link. Seawave says this gives the user a more “land-like” experience with less time lost waiting for email to come through.

There are other cost benefits, Seawave believes; for example, the system can notify users when messages are waiting on shore, without them having to dial up to find out. 
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New V.4 software

Seawave has also recently updated its software, which can be used with both Integrator and NavSeries, to version 4, so there is ship and shore side management control functionality. 

There is a communications usage report, providing a breakdown of usage per user and medium. This helps the administration of crew email and crew calling accounting, with “hotel style” invoices available onboard for charter vessels.

Other new features include Remote Access Maintenance & Management (RAMM) and SAFE (SeaWave Automatic File Exchange). 

RAMM allows the shore based operation to remotely manage and maintain the ships network and PCs. 

“We are offering a shore-based Administrator with 100% control over automatic bidirectional transfer of files between ship and shore,” says Mr Zevon.

Computers on SeaWave equipped ships will each have an IP address and remote control port. 

When an authorized attempt to create a remote control session with a computer on one of the ships occurs, the system automatically notifies the ship to join the session. Files can then be retrieved or placed on the ship’s PCs and maintenance carried out.

SAFE gives a shore-based administrator control over automatic transfer of files between ship and shore in either direction. This will all be done using standard e-mail interfaces to generate/send and retrieve/place data at each end. 

Typically, the files in transfer will be transaction files to automatically update third party applications, for example a Planned Maintenance System. 

In addition to file transfer, the system provides control over the launch of third party applications and allows the user to examine the results of third party applications and report this to the Administrator.

It is also possible for the Administrator to retrieve or place files from/on the ships on an individual basis when this is required to fix a specific problem. In this way, the staff onboard to not have to get involved with the running of the computer system and expensive maintenance in port can be avoided.

The software will feature a simplified email solution offering users 3 ways to check email from the ship. This can be done through an improved client application, a Web client using Internet Explorer or any web browser, or using a familiar IMAP client such as Microsoft Outlook.

The client offers some major new features that make the system more functional and easier to use. Firstly it supports “offline” mail operation for when a user is disconnected from the server. This means the system can be used to read old mail and compose new messages while not connected and synchronization will occur the next time the communications link is up.

To reduce overhead mail is filtered on inbound size, attachment count, and html content at the shore-side server. There is also an option to automatically remove the text from emails when replying in order to save further costs.

To improve presentation, rich text emails can be sent with either HTML or RTF formatting and graphic files can be pasted directly into an email body. If an email with html and/or rich text content is received, the user can select the version to view.

If the user does not have the client installed on their PC or laptop, they can still access e-mail using an HTTP interface through a web browser. Many of the same tasks can be performed as with the client, with many features identical.

The software can also accommodate users with the preference to work with an e-mail application they are already comfortable with, for example MS Outlook. Since the system works via the standard SMTP/IMAP protocols, any standard mail client can be used. Applications such as Outlook can also benefit from the SeaWave TTS, which can reduce the overheads that exist when using Outlook.

As Mr Zevon mentions, “[Since] the Integrator now uses the IMAP protocol for all of its mail processing, a user never actually has to install the client. In fact no software installation is necessary using v4. 

A user can simply point Internet Explorer to the Integrator's IP address and use a Web client, very similar to mySeaWave, to check mail, weather, tracking, manage accounts, etc.”
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Singtel call card with further discounts

SingTel is lowering the price of its InTouch crew calling card, to provide savings of around another 9% off the current rates for calls made with the card.

The card already offers up to 30% off published rates for call charges, a flat rate for all destinations and the user is charged only when the call goes through.

From 1 August 2004, the published price will be US$50 for 550 Units and US$100 for 110 Units. 

A new “Chill Out” time operating weekdays from 2000 UTC to 0600 UTC and 24 hours at weekends will offer further reductions with a price of 10 units per minute equivalent to US$0.91 per minute. It will operate from 1 April 2004 to 31 March 2005 and replaces the existing promotion.
Thuraya “Call for all”

Thuraya has announced the launch of the “Call for all” prepaid calling card service, which offers a solution for people who wish to use Thuraya satellite services without actually owning the phone itself. 

The service is aimed at facilitating group usage of any Thuraya handset with convenient and easy to administer "Call for all" prepaid scratch cards.

The "Call for all" prepaid cards maintain independent billing from the phone's account, allowing the caller to communicate via satellite on a regular basis while keeping his social calls separate from business calls. 

The solution is especially useful for people in remote locations sharing a Thuraya phone, such as oilrig crew, ships crew, military personnel and NGOs staff.

At the launch of "Call for all", Yousuf Al Sayed, Thuraya's chief executive, said, "The powerful proposition offered by "Call for all" is that one Thuraya phone can serve multiple users. 

“We believe that this service will give people of all income levels greater convenience and freedom to access satellite telecommunications".

"Call for all" prepaid calling cards, which offer about 19 minutes of talk time, can be used from any Thuraya phone (Post paid and Prepaid) in more than 110 countries in Thuraya's coverage area. 

"Call for all" cards will soon be available with Thuraya's national and international service providers in more than 50 countries. 

World-Link introduces pre-paid email cards

World-Link Communications is to introduce E-Time, which it claims is the first pre-paid service that delivers internet access and email on Inmarsat non-MPDS terminals including Inmarsat A, B, mini-M, and Fleet. 

The service will be launched in September in Limassol Cyprus.

 

E-Time will provide the user with secure and private access to e-mail and the internet onboard with a re-loadable card. 

A shore based mailbox for inbound e-mail is also available. Since the user pays in advance the shipping company does not have to worry about administering the bill.

 

E-Time pre-paid cards use a separate SIM card reader, maintaining system independence from the Inmarsat terminal SIM reader.  This allows the E-Time PC to be installed at a different location from the bridge.  

E-Time readers are provided by World-Link Communications as part of the E-Time kit which includes the reader and all service related software. 

 

The cards come in $35 denomination, which gives 20 minutes of connect time on a mini-M terminal, 15 minutes on a B terminal & 5 on ISDN or HSD.  

 
Island Cruises uses AT&T cell phone service

Passengers of Island Cruises can now use their own mobile phones onboard due to a  combined satellite and wireless service developed by Wireless Maritime Services, a joint venture of AT&T Wireless (NYSE: AWE) and Maritime Telecommunications Network (MTN). 

Island Cruises' Island Escape is the first cruise ship to take advantage of the new communications offering from AT&T and MTN. 

"Customers rely on us for a comfortable and relaxing holiday, so naturally we wanted to extend this service to the Island Escape as soon as it became available," says Patrick Manuel, information technology director of Island Cruises, a joint venture between Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines and First Choice Holidays. 

"Our passengers now have the option of using their own mobile phones while at sea, whether they wish to stay reachable at their usual phone number or check for voicemails and text messages whenever they like."

The wireless service is available for passengers with GSM phones operating on the 900 MHz frequency, the standard throughout Europe. 

Passengers will be billed for usage by their own mobile network operator, as with any other roaming service. The Island Escape, which accommodates more than 1,700 passengers and a crew and staff of 540, sails in the Mediterranean during the summer and serves primarily European passengers. 

Global Technology - hits 1000 ships

INCLUDES CHANGES

Ship shore e-mail company Global Technology has now got its software on 1000 ships, including MOL TankShips, V.Ships and Oldendorff, helped through its agency network including Marconi and Navarino Telecom.

It has developed some innovative functionality for its ship-shore e-mail system, including alarms which trigger when mailboxes are full or when someone tries to send too many messages, and functionality for the office to delete large files sent by mistake so they do not get delivered to the ship and incur expensive satcom charges.

The company is launching a new crew e-mail service called mail4crewl, enabling crew to send and receive e-mails, SMS and postal letters.

It will be first demonstrated at SMM in Hamburg.

Seafarers buy cards for $25 to use the service.

The shipping company needs to provide a crew PC, located away from the bridge but plugged into the satellite communications system. When the computer dials to send and receive e-mails, all the billing is handled via the phonecards.

If a seafarer wishes a message to be sent as a letter, it is sent as an e-mail to Global Technology's office in the UK, where it is printed out and posted anywhere in the world. 

Seafarers have their own unique e-mail address - there is also an online interface to the system (www.mail4crew.com) which they can use to access e-mail when they are not on a ship. 

"As well as being able to use the service whilst on shore leave they can continue the service onto their next ship"

http://www.rydex.com
www.seawave.com/navseries
www.singtel.com
www.thuraya.com
www.wlnet.com

www.mtnsat.com

www.satemail.co.uk
