HEAD 

All eyes on Inmarsat Fleet

DECK

The Digital Ship’s recent conference explored how shipowners have received Inmarsat’s latest offering 

BODY

Inmarsat Fleet was the focus of Digital Ship’s recent conference on 22 and 23 April, 2003. A number of providers and users gathered together in Hamburg to discuss recent developments and implementation issues. 

SUBHEAD

The user’s perspective

With Inmarsat Fleet on the market for about a year, how have shipping companies approached the terminal service that offers both standard ISDN and mobile packet data service, which would in combination result in substantial cost savings for the user?

Adonis Violaris of Hanseatic Shipmanagement reported back after Inmarsat Fleet was installed on one of the company’s vessels, the VLCC “Zeus”. 

Inmarsat Fleet was used to replace a faulty Sat –A terminal, a move only possible after a report was prepared to convince everyone Inmarsat fleet was the right way to go. “

“It was not a straight-forward issue,” said Mr Violaris. 

Onboard the “Zeus”, measures were taken to disable unauthorised access to the terminal, said Mr Violaris. A firewall and a virus protection application were installed. 

Internet browsing and e-mail services were used only through the ISDN channel, however, and the use of MPDS has been postponed. 

The IMAP-based email system used by Hanseatic, would work better with MPDS, though, said Mr. Violaris.

According to Mr Violaris, the crew, and in particular the master of the vessel, were very happy with the system, with the voice service being of excellent quality and smooth data transfers. 

Despite the good experiences, there are still a number of issues to sort out, such as accounting, routing and security. 

Mr Violaris concluded that his company is “not prepared to spend too much time and effort on this,” which means that as long as Sat –A terminals work, they will not be replaced. 

However, his company was ready for Inmarsat Fleet, having started to train chief officers on information and Communication Technology (ICT) matters with a view to the future.

Lesley Green of Teekay presented her company’s ICT strategy, which was used generically across all 100 vessels in global operation. 

Ms Green gave an overview of the “standardised vessel environment consisting of five networked PCs, a stand-alone PC for training, printers, digital cameras and a range of standardised applications.” The training on ICT issues was vital, she said.

Teekay is currently using Sat –B HSD for global communications, “the best solution to date”, according to Ms Green. 

On average 400 KB of data is sent every day. Email was free for the crew, with crew calling operated via Iridium. 

Ms Green stated that if she could have three wishes, she would ask the providers of communications services for “ubiquitous, affordable broadband, mature software offerings and consolidated solutions.” Teekay has not decided on Inmarsat Fleet yet. 

SUBHEAD

Connecting systems

There were a number of innovative software systems developed which make use of the Inmarsat Fleet always on connection to integrate shipboard computer systems continuously into computer systems of the shipping company, and even charterers and dry docks.

Laycan, which offers a range of “post-fixture” applications, provides of services that work particularly well with Inmarsat Fleet. Laycan’s Olf Oppoyen gave an overview of Laycan’s Java-based modules that connect brokers, charterers, agents and shipping companies to the vessel. 

To carry out such functions, “e-mail just isn’t good efficient enough,” said Mr Oppoyen. “Information needs to go straight into the relevant system.” 

One example of this is Laycan’s web-based performance report which can be sent via satellite into any connected system ashore, i.e. into ERP systems or voyage calculators. 

Bjorn Berger of DNV Software introduced the MariNet project, which has brought together a number of big players from the shipping and IT industry, creating a network in order to enable more efficient processes, i.e. docking procedures. 

The project aims to deliver an impression of the physical work flow translated into an information flow. 

The network must be accessible from onboard a vessel, from the shore-based office and via mobile solutions in order to be truly efficient. All parties have to input their share of information, creating docking specs and reports, for instance. “We have to work on standards, and get the most out of existing systems and satellite communications,” concluded Mr Berger. 

Brunjar Gevelt of Marine Transaction Services introduced another area where different parties need to be more closely connected – the maintenance process, which includes the sending and receiving of requests for quotes, purchase orders and invoices both from the shore-based office and onboard the vessel. 

Connecting the vessel with the supplier electronically also enables a number of value-added services such as product catalogue replication and the sending of validation and notification messages. 

Another option, particularly viable with the introduction of Inmarsat Fleet, is the searching and retrieving of product data from a supplier’s online shop. The file size can of course be rather large, which would require a prior valuation of whether the information was needed and worth the communication cost. “Cost is still a big issue for some services since even small cost adds up,” concluded Mr Gevelt. 

SUBHEAD

Navigation aides

Navigation can also benefit from technology enabling cheaper and faster internet connections. 

The United Kingdom Hydrographic Office (UKHO) is in the process of improving its range of electronic products with ECDIS and raster chart updates now becoming available via the net, both through email messages (push) and direct downloads from the website (pull). 

Also, permit keys via email allow quicker access to information. “It is faster and easier”, says Nicky Row, UKHO of this new access avenue. 

The List of Light publication is now available in electronic format. The paper equivalent “could become redundant at some point, since there is no point in operating a digital publication and having a book sit on the shelf, anyway,” said Nick Tasker of UKHO. 

In order for acceptance by regulation, electronic publications must prove infallible and offer easy and reliable updating methods. Inmarsat Fleet allows for better update and upgrade facilities, concluded Mr Tasker.

George Arts of the Marine Press of Canada said that as a distributor of charts, his company has been “waiting for this type of technology for a long time,” however, he does not regard web browsing as an effective procedure to find the relevant information.

“It is better to have tailor-made information sent straight to your system. You need the right information, not any information,” said Mr Arts. “Customised push services can do all the filtering for you instead.” 

Therefore, Inmarsat Fleet itself does not sort out the mess of formats and providers, but a dedicated service provider can take on this job and facilitate the communications channel to send the relevant information to the relevant party. 

After all, the more information available electronically, the more bulky messages can get; which results in more hassle, and rather than less cost and could actually lead to higher costs. 

Thomas Weber of WNI Ocean Routes mentioned a number of sources that make available free weather data, however, most of this information is not dynamic or specific enough to be of much use to a vessel.

WNI, on the other hand, assimilates data from various sources, merging it and sending out customised data packages to its customers. 

It’s onboard forecast and routing system is updated automatically via email or file transfer protocol. The average data size is 150 to 180 KB, which makes ISDN the more suitable channel for transmission.

In field trials via Fleet 77, WNI experienced reliable connections, with customers being impressed with the ease of use of the terminal and the fast downloads (in less than 30 seconds compared to more than three minutes).

SUBHEAD

Remote access

Jan Herberg of Herberg Engineering spoke on opportunities in the area of remote monitoring and diagnostics of the onboard environment. “

This is all about informing responsible persons ashore about the vessel’s status and efficiency – in a fast, reliable and cost-effective manner,” he said.

But the ship operator should not be the only one informed about vital equipment conditions onboard. 

It is in fact interesting for the manufacturers to monitor equipment they provide and perhaps assist remotely if problems occur. 

Condition-based monitoring enables predictive maintenance, which is more cost-effective for both the ship operator and manufacturer.

Sensors and data collectors onboard make available information in a web-based environment to authorised personnel ashore. 

This applies to both scheduled performance reports and event-based alerts, which are then forwarded on to an email address or SMS account. 

The data sizes are rather small and can be compressed even further, which makes MPDS a suitable real-time channel for the transfers. 

SUBHEAD

Security

Paul Ashton, newly-appointed CEO of Vector Maritime Systems, raised the issue of data security when dealing with internet-based applications. 

“We don’t have our eyes open on potential security risks and most companies have not yet adopted the change in security culture,” he said. 

He mentioned risks such as commercial hackers and viruses, but also the potential weak spots of satellite equipment, which could be cloned, misused by the crew and through which the ship’s network could be penetrated. 

Presenting a security checklist, he said, “Take the same steps as for land-based systems, such as virus scans and firewalls; create a secure link over MPDS and do not send data without encryption. 

Use secure VPN connections; conduct all open internet access via the corporate intranet and log your transactions both onboard and ashore.” 

He further recommended that no web-mail services should be used, such as Hotmail or Yahoo and a level of authorisation should be introduced to restrict and/or control internet access for the crew. 

SUBHEAD

Compression and routing 

Iora’s challenge is, according to Fred Olsson, “how to reduce communications cost?” 

The company’s answer is a compression technique that reduces files by up to 99 percent of their original size. Once the file has been received it is rebuilt.

Fred Olsson described the compression process; “You have to identify changes in the document, break it down into data blocks, compress and encrypt, transmit the data, decrypt and decompress and apply to update local content.” 

As a result of the lower cost, he expects that more data will be sent by shipping companies, a development which drives forward applications and communications solutions.

Although the Iora solution is particularly suitable to low-bandwidth connections, it can well result in savings even with Fleet. In any case, “I can see a lot of benefits using an always-on connection,” he concluded. 

Tristan Wood of Livewire Digital presented a case study in which his company had assisted with the creation of a wireless LAN network facilitating Fleet 77 onboard a research superyacht. 

Fleet 77 had replaced an Inmarsat –A and was combined with a Sat –B to achieve an on-demand integrated 128 kbps connection. 

Transmissions were channelled through Livewire’s Router enabling the integration of various communications channels for least-cost routing for the required applications, such as unified and instant messaging, online weather, web-streaming, video telephone and online IP consultant. 

In particular, the on-demand higher bandwidth of 128 kbps proved to be extremely useful for a number of applications. 

Assessing his experiences with Fleet applications, Mr Wood said, “What you want is web-based applications, not specialist applications, which are too Windows-based.”

SUBHEAD

Provider feedback

According to David Holroyd of Marlink, “Shipowners are pleased indeed with the ISDN service of Fleet, however, they have not yet seen the benefit of MPDS as there still aren’t enough applications.” 

Perhaps, one of the reasons for this is that owners have to adapt their business processes to the new opportunities. They are used to batching their emails while MPDS enables real-time transmission.

Mr Holroyd said, “Shipowners have no doubt that Fleet is the most suitable terminal for newbuilds, but they are still reluctant to retrofit. They also expected airtime to be cheaper. Also, the service is not always available from all operators in all ocean regions. MPDS can only be initiated from the ship, not from the shore.” 

He also encouraged ship owners to work with technology providers to optimise work practises and create new applications. 

SUBHEAD

Fleet so far

Chris Insall of Inmarsat gave a quick update on the latest developments. 

He confirmed that Inmarsat –A was proposed to close in December 2007. The Inmarsat Fleet family was completed with Fleet F55 and F33 this year, bringing to the market two more alternatives to -A. 

Mr Insall emphasised that the yachting market was indeed a driver of the wide-spread implementation process, with more than current 500 orders for Fleet 77 originating from the yacht sector.

Kim Gram of Thrane and Thrane announced the launch of his company’s Fleet F55 terminal. 

He also confirmed that “F77 has been rather popular with the yachting market although it was originally intended to cater mainly for the merchant sector.”

“The market did not follow our assumptions,” he added. “Capsat 77 has already penetrated all maritime market segments, although the requirements of the segments are not identical.”

 Mr Gram reported that Thrane and Thrane had sold more than 400 systems, with 50 percent going to smaller ships and 50 percent being implemented on merchant ships. “We now see a considerable number of retrofits,” he concluded. 

SUBHEAD

Fleet 55 and 33

Gregor Ross of EMS Satcom introduced Fleet F55 as an “alternative” to the bigger brother F77. 

With 64 kbps ISDN and MPDS as well as Mini-M voice, the service only lacks the global coverage for data, providing spot-beam coverage. 

The terminal is 40 percent smaller than Inmarsat Fleet and lighter. The self-contained unit is cheaper to purchase and to install. However, it has not got GMDSS capability.

EMS’ Fleet F55 could bond the ISDN channels between two terminals, said Mr Ross, with the possibility to connect up to eight phones at the same time and share bandwidth in the same manner. As a unique feature, he mentioned a remote front panel that could be placed anywhere on the ship rather than on the bridge.

Merjin Bouman of Xantic reported of an early adopter of Inmarsat Fleet; P&O Nedlloyd has installed Fleet F77 on a container vessel using it for email and intranet access for corporate and private communications. The vessel uses both ISDN and MPDS and the company is “very happy with it,” according to Mr Bouman. 

Overall, Xantic has installed over 300 F77s. As of April 2003, Fleet F55 and F33 will function as valuable additions, he said, “bridging the gap between Mini-M and Fleet F77.” Fleet F33 will feature global voice and ISDN data with spot-beam coverage. It is not compliant with GMDSS requirements. 

Xantic is also offering a tool to prepare people for Fleet. The migration tool is a simple application based on Excel and calculates costs on the basis of Sat –A compares it to that of Fleet, while setting off hardware costs against savings.

Ottar Bjaastad of Nera Satcom said that Fleet F33 was likely to be used for crew calling, perhaps even instead of Mini-M. His company had 200 orders so far for F77. In his opinion, “email is no doubt the most used application on Fleet F77.” 

In relation to web browsing, he noted that, “Ship owners want to control who is using the system. Restrictions can be implemented.” In assessment of the experiences up to now, remote monitoring applications were used increasingly via MPDS, he said.

There have been a number of user-requested improvements to the Fleet service, added Mr Bjaastad mentioning the pre-empted (overriding) call function, G3 fax capability and on-demand higher bandwidth through bonding. Also, airtimes were being reduced and MPDS has added capacity and stability. In conclusion he said, “F77 has proven its reliability and flexibility in hardware and communications services.”

 SUBHEAD

Conclusions

The debate during the conference showed clearly that shipping companies have got a strong interest in the new terminal. 

Most of them did not show signs of adventurism, however, and are more likely to remain to wait and see.

A representative of J Lauritzen said, “We have waited long for a service like this to come along,” while a representative of Polish Steam Shipping went even further saying, “We cannot allow ourselves to miss out on the opportunities of Fleet since in the long run it is better value for money.” 

None of the attendees, however, signalled they would rush into any purchases of the terminals.

Ms Green of Teekay commented, “This all comes down to the owner’s operational strategy and needs. Pricing is definitely an issue. Had the pricing scheme been different from the beginning, perhaps we’d have chosen Fleet. We do want high-quality voice and HSD, but not at any cost. Also, at first there was a lot of misinformation about the service’s price and capabilities.”

On a rather positive and promising note, after listening to a number of innovative tools that enable a faster and easier use of Inmarsat Fleet, Mr Violaris of Hanseatic concluded, “We’ve seen the last boundaries falling today”.  
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