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Ship, deck, shore

The demand for maritime VSAT is growing rapidly and there is no
shortage of service providers for shipping fleet operators to choose
from. The market is competitive and the announcement of Inmarsat’s
Global Xpress service is making waves across the sector. Satellite

Evolution finds out more.

Maritime communication is big business. No longer are vessels
isolated when they leave the shore. In fact, today it is quite the oppo-
site. Ships are simply an extension of land-based offices and the
same demands of commerce exist at sea as on the shore. Commu-
nication and connectivity is a vital part of life on board a vessel for
many reasons.

Whether you are enjoying a cruise on the Mediterranean or are
a trawlerman in the North Sea, access to the communications that
you are accustomed to is a necessity whether it be for contacting
loved ones or headquarters or for entertainment purposes. People
at sea now expect to be able to access the same services as they do
on land. When fishermen or workers on oil rigs are far away from
home, sometimes for months on end, communication with the main-
land, with family and friends, is crucial and is vitally important for a
more contented workforce.

There is only one way to communicate effectively in these cir-
cumstances — via satellite. VSAT services have, and continue to prove
themselves to be the ideal means of connectivity at sea.

Contending with hostile weather conditions, rough seas and high

winds calls for a specific kind of VSAT that is ruggedised and, above
all, reliable. Container ships, fishing vessels, cruise ships and mili-
tary boats all require constant, always-on communications with the
mainland via voice, data, fax, email, navigational and monitoring
systems.

The applications available to shipping companies, cruise liners,
yachts and fishing boats are numerous. These applications make
the operation of the ship much more efficient and cater for crew wel-
fare as well in terms of helping them to keep in touch with family,
friends and to access entertainment services. Most of the motivation
for installing VSAT broadband, however, lies in the enhancement of
efficiency on board the ship.

A broadband connection can allow a plethora of different appli-
cations that previously had been far too expensive to run. Bosses
would have to be vigilant, and place limits on how long connections
were used and how much, and what type of content was downloaded.
With new fixed prices, and no limit on usage, these worries are al-
most eliminated.

With a broadband connection you can:
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® Centralise routine ship management on shore thereby reducing
personnel required at sea;

® Implement fuel optimisation programs automatically downloading
wind and current data;

®  Perform remote PC Management including
downloading patches and software updates to entire fleets
simultaneously thereby reducing the need to send IT personnel
to the ships to effect software upgrades and diagnose and correct
PC related problems;

® Transmit data from ships board sensors that report engine
performance and fuel consumption;

® Receive pages from technical manuals to facilitate repair of
shipboard systems or hardware at sea;

® Transmit data on cargo and crew to customers and immigration
prior to docking thereby saving time in port;
Video Conference;
Provide Telemedicine services;
Have low cost VolP telephony capability at a huge discount to

Inmarsat phone rates;

® Provide cellular services at sea;

® Track cargo;

® Allow the crew to surf the Internet on unlimited basis — a practice
that is now cost prohibitive; and

® Stream late news and entertainment.

Hard times
The global credit crisis has caused a great deal of concern for ship-
ping fleet owners. The past couple of years in particular, have been
a very challenging time for the maritime sector. From fishing to con-
tainer shipping, the whole industry has seen a decline in profitability.
The global economic crisis and the debilitating issue of rising fuel
costs are leaving their impact on the industry with many ships sim-
ply laid up in dry dock as the costs to run them are simply too high
and demand is too low. It is expected that the shipping industry will
change over the next ten years.

It is acknowledged that it needs to be more efficient, to optimise
its assets. It is expected that an increasing amount of mergers and
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acquisition activity will occur within the industry along with increas-
ing integration of shipping in logistics and global supply chains.

Life is tough for the owners of shipping companies and also for
the smaller fleet owners such as family-run fishing boats. There are
many aspects of the business that must be managed extremely care-
fully. Profit margins are often thin, and operators are finding it in-
creasingly difficult to invest in technology to help them to become
more efficient and cost-effective. Another prime problem, especially
for the larger shipping companies, is crew retention. Long periods
away from home in difficult conditions mean that many crew mem-
bers prefer to give up their life on the sea in favour for the comfort of
home where they can spend more time with their families and work
in a more conventional environment.

Nick Dukakis, VP of Maritime and Offshore, Speedcast, sees a
bright future for satellite communications in the wake of the financial
crisis: “We see an increasing VSAT interest in the container vessel
sector, which is really coming back since the economic slowdown.
We have a number of very large container companies who are doing
VSAT trials with us, and we are quite bullish on this sector” He also
notes that the downturn did not necessarily adversely affect the de-
mand for VSAT: “Over the last three years during the economic down-
turn certain verticals such as the oil and gas, and the tanker side,
were going full steam ahead on the VSAT side. On the commercial
side, we are seeing more operators put VSATs on board. | think it
has been a gradual education and awareness.”

The Ka-band approach

Inmarsat’s announcement on the 2013 launch of their new Global
Xpress service, which will operate in Ka-band, has been causing
waves amongst maritime VSAT service providers. There are ben-
efits that maritime VSAT in Ka-band offers. Ka-band has a lot of avail-
able spectrum. It also has one clear advantage and that is its ability
to use small antennas. The small antenna has advantages because
it is less expensive and is logistically easy to install. When retrofitting
a Ku-band antenna, a crane is required, and also time to install it.
This means that a wait for dry dock is necessary to get the opportu-
nity to install it. With a 60cm antenna, installation can be carried out
when the ship is in motion and in many cases, the crew themselves
can do this. However, the downside of the small antenna is that Ka-
band has a much narrower beam and that means that the antenna
has to be installed much more precisely than say an L-band an-
tenna. This requires enhanced engineering to meet the specific point-
ing requirements and therefore the Ka-band antennas tend to be
more expensive than the Fleet Broadband 500 antennas that are
available for as cheap as $10 or $11,000.

The biggest potential problem is that Ka-band is extremely sen-
sitive to rainfade - much more sensitive than Ku-band. In the mari-
time environment this is a big potential problem. When ships traverse
the globe they encounter a lot of rain and snow, particularly in tropi-
cal regions where it rains very heavily. When it starts to rain like this,
the bitrate is going to drop dramatically as the rain intensity increases.
This can cause extreme disruption of interactive applications that
are becoming more prevalent such as access to databases on-shore
or remote PC maintenance. As the bitrate drops, applications con-
sidered to be heavy users of bandwidth like video and Internet and
interactive applications, will be affected as the management soft-
ware on the systems will knock them out to save bandwidth. This
could be serious, especially in the event of disruption of a telemedicine
application, for example. This could also potentially affect security.
Video is being used to monitor security because of the increased
threat of piracy. To counter this, backup is required on L-band from
Fleet Broadband. However, this could present another problem as
Fleet Broadband is a contended service. If you happen to be in an
area with lots of other ships, your bandwidth could drop right down
to 32kbps. So that is a significant problem with Ka-band.

The cost of Ka-band satellites can be 25 percent more than a
Ku-band satellite. Ka-band satellites use a higher frequency than



Ku-band that is more sensitive to degradation as it passes through
the atmosphere - a phenomenon known as ‘pathloss’.

There are several questions as to how Ka-band will perform in
rainfade. It is hard to believe that a heavy end user will go for a serv-
ice like this. Most likely, this service will go for the casual user if it is
priced correctly.

NSSL

In 2010, NSSL won a major five-year contract with Shell Interna-
tional Trading and Shipping Company Limited (STASCo) to provide
wireless broadband service throughout the company’s shipping fleet.

STASCo has commissioned NSSL to install their Cruise-IP
broadband service along with an onboard wireless network through-
out its 71-strong oil and LNG shipping fleet. This significant invest-
ment will provide on board high speed internet and voice services
that allow crew members continuous contact with friends and family
while at sea.

The installation of the Cruise IP equipment on the STASCo fleet
started with a team of engineers flying around the world to deliver
the roll-out. Such was the demand to be the next vessel to receive
broadband, that NSSL doubled its Cruise IP engineering resource in
order to finish bringing broadband to the whole fleet by the end of
2010.

With the highest broadband speeds and NSSL's end-to-end cus-
tomer service will ensure that hundreds of crew members will be
able to contact loved ones no matter what time of day or night from
any corner of the globe. The always on ‘broadband service’ at sea
provided by NSSL will allow the crew instant access to everything
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that they would usually do at home including on-line banking, e-mail,
remote learning and even video conferencing. Bob Chewter, MD at
NSSL commented: “Being selected for this prestigious contract was
a terrific win for NSSL. As a company we are extremely proud to
have succeeded in the tendering process as we know there was
fierce competition in both size and quality of those we were up against.
We have worked with STASCo for many years, however never on
this scale, so we look forward to an ongoing partnership with one of
the largest corporations in the world today.”

NSSLUs acclaimed Cruise IP broadband service uses the latest
DVBS2-RCS technology to provide speeds up to 4Mb, extended near-
global coverage and an always-on connectivity along with up to 4
simultaneous premium voice lines. Unlike many other competitive
broadband services, Cruise-IP also provides a guaranteed quality
of service, fully inclusive hardware and network support for the du-
ration of the contract.

Orbit Communication
Orbit Communication Systems shipped its 1,000 OrSat maritime
VSAT system in March 2010.

Avi Cohen, President & CEO of ORBIT Communication Systems,
commented on this major milestone: “In this very competitive mar-
ket, major maritime IT integrators require proven systems that miti-
gate project risk and reduce ongoing maintenance costs. OrSat’s
unprecedented track record is a testament to its technological supe-
riority, operational performance and reliability over time.”

Originally introduced to the market in 2007, the OrSat is recog-
nised within the maritime and oil and gas industries as a leading
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