BROADBAND

It appears iDirect

wants to position it-

self as the Intel for

maritime satcoms in-
dustry. Not so long ago, the com-
pany was virtually unknown
within shipping circles. Today it
is much more visible.

Akin to way as the world’s
dominant CPU designer and
manufacturer lets PC builders
use the ‘Intel Inside’ slogan (and
that annoying jingle) in their
product marketing, the satcoms
modem supplier is happy to
allow maritime VSAT network op-
erators use its name as a signifier
of a high-quality service offering.

Of course, the strategy is not
entirely altruistic. Though Intel
does not sell direct to end-users,
its revenues do go up when sales
of Intel-powered PCs increase. A
similar relationship exists be-
tween iDirect and maritime VSAT.

It is against this backdrop
that the company recently car-
ried out what it bills as the most
extensive survey ever into the
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Ship owners and managers might be
more informed about VSAT broad-
band than ever before, but they still
encounter difficulties when assessing

its business value

current state of VSAT satcoms
and from that deduce future
trends. Because an abridged pub-
lic-domain version of the survey
results is available on request
from iDirect*, this article will
focus on a number of the more
interesting findings rather than
summarise the entire report.

Monthly spend

First, either the most startling or
honest result: the study found
that average monthly satcoms
spend on VSAT (at US$3500) is
considerably higher than L-band
services, such as Inmarsat (at
US$1050). At first glance these
figures would seem to contradict

ip owner’s needs

the arguments service providers
make about VSAT saving ship op-
erators money. The report’s au-
thors contend that these figures
do not provide the whole picture.
To quote Oscar Wilde, nowadays
people know the price of every-
thing but the value of nothing.
The crux of the issue comes
down to how you go about quan-
titying the ‘value’ of communica-
tions. To take a crude example, a
vessel using VSAT satcoms might
have used its always-on connec-
tion to download weather fore-
casts thus avoiding heavy
weather and the fuel penalty that
would have been incurred sailing
through it. While the logic is
sound, it is difficult to calculate
costs that haven’t been incurred.
In a related point, the report
notes that the likelihood of VSAT
upgrade going ahead depends on
who presents the business case
for it. An IT dept manager is
more likely to consider ‘costs’ in
respect of their own budget and
compare with other services (ie,
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Inmarsat), while a CTO or CIO is
more predisposed - or has
greater freedom - to take into ac-
count the bigger picture ‘value’.

Awareness and understand-
ing of the technical and opera-
tional proposition of VSAT was,
overall, found to be better than
expected. Only a small minority
(7%) of survey respondents cited
complexity as a barrier to adop-
tion, the report proclaims.

Committed clarity

Some confusion still lingers
about Committed Information
Rates (CIRs), which a few re-
spondents fell into the trap of
treating as maximum data rates.
CIRs are a minimum level of
service that the VSAT service
provider is required to deliver at
all times. So-called ‘burstable’
rates may be significantly higher.

The mix-up occurs because L-
band providers prefer to quote
maximum ‘burstable’ rate on a
contended services, while VSAT
provider prefer to talk in terms of
CIRs. Furthermore, some CIRs are
quite low as VSAT providers have
sought to lower the price of their
offerings to compete with those of
L-band services.

Moreover, many potential
adopters are perplexed by the
multi-tiered structure of the
VSAT ecosystem - from sourcing
airtime from multiple space-seg-
ment providers, to selecting net-
work operators (or their virtual
counterparts) and equipment
manufacturers. Clarifying this
structure is something the indus-
try would be wise to address.

Customers with some knowl-
edge appear worse off than if they
had no knowledge at all. Even a
relatively simple term, such as
‘always-on’, can be misinter-
preted, as exemplified in an anec-
dote shared with MITE about a
ship operator who concluded that
VSAT was not ‘always-on’ because
the ship can sail beyond the satel-
lite coverage area.

Business case

One intriguing result to come of
iDirect’s research is that crew
welfare, traditionally considered
the primary driver for VSAT
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Orbit debuts shrinking C-band antenna

ANTENNA MANUFACTURER Orbit Communication Systems has debuted a new dual fre-
quency VSAT antenna, which supports extended C-Band and extended Ku-band frequencies,
as well as several RF feeds featuring electrically switchable linear and circular polarisations.
The new AL-7107 OrBand antenna offers industry-standard RF performance equivalent to
a 2.4m dish in a 2.2m diameter design, which, when the radome is included, results in a com-
pact 2.7m footprint. According to Orbit, it therefore takes up 40% less deck space and is more

than 30% lighter than other systems on the market.

Because of its smaller than average size, a fully-assembled and tested antenna and its
radome fit into a standard 20ft container, reducing shipping costs and allowing for dramati-
cally shorter deployment times. The company claims that a unique six-piece radome design
enables final assembly and installation in a matter of hours, rather than the 2-3 days more
usually required. Set-up is further simplified thanks to a design with a single multiplexed coax
cable. Consequently, it can be deployed while ships are on routine port calls, substantially
driving down operational costs and eliminating the need for vessels to await dry dock.

The unit seamlessly supports all C/Ku-band frequencies and optional RF feeds including:
C-band linear (V/H) electrically switchable; C-band circular (RH/LH) electrically switchable; C-
band linear (V/H) and circular (RH/LH) electrically switchable; and Ku-band linear (V/H) electri-
cally switchable. It supports automatic beam switching for seamless global coverage with

~ satellites across geographical regionsthrough the industry-standard OpenAMIP protocol. ’

adoption, has moved down the
list of priorities. With a near bal-
ance of demand and supply of
seafarers (except in some niche
sectors), the technology is now
more commonly assessed in
terms of the commercial advan-
tage it can bring.

Coverage - or perceived lack
thereof - was a recurring theme
during the research. While the
level of available VSAT coverage
over the world’s primary sea-lanes
increased considerably during the
last five or so years, expansion
over the remaining gaps seems to
have tailed off. For a ship on spot
charter, this is an issue that can-
not be ignored. It is understand-
able why a requirement to put in
place contingency solutions de-
tracts from the business case for
installing VSAT in the first place.

Some ship owners and man-
agers, nevertheless, do see a
valid business case. The message
that the authors most want to
drum home is the fact that
nearly a third of owners are plan-
ning to adopt VSAT within the
next 12-24 months.

Game changer?

One element missing from the
report was any mention of Ka-
band, and more specifically In-
marsat’s proposed Global Xpress
(GX) service. This might be
down to timing than anything

else: most of the research was
carried out in the second half of
last year, before news of this de-
velopment had time to percolate
through the industry.

It is, however, the view of
MITE that regardless of whether
or not Inmarsat meets its ambi-
tious launch target date, market
awareness of the new system
(combined with a still weak
global economy) will affect deci-
sions on the purchase of what
might now be construed as a
legacy technology. (To be pedan-
tic, GX is fundamentally the same
technology as existing VSAT, but
operating on a different part of
the spectrum - namely Ka-band).

This is not to presuppose GX
will bring about an immediate de-
mise of Ku-band. That is not
going to happen. But it will give
an excuse to those contemplating
an upgrade but unsure to delay
making a final decision.

And one doubts whether iDi-
rect has much cause for com-
plaint even if GX were to become
a runaway success. As previously
reported, Inmarsat has awarded
iDirect a US$60m contract to pro-
vide the ground infrastructure
and shipboard terminals for In-
marsat’s forthcoming Ka-band
service. (&

*iDirect’s report can be downloaded in full
from: www.idirect.net/maritime
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VSAT provider Ship Equip has,
in concert with its airtime sup-
plier NewWave Broadband,
deployed iDirect’s iDX 2.1
software across its network in-
frastructure, in order to meet
the demands of growing mar-
itime userbase.

Since delivering its first
SEVSAT installation in 2003,
Ship Equip today has close to
1000 systems on vessels in op-
eration across a high number
of networks. The number of
vessels in a network varies,
depending on location and
traffic patterns, which can
make it difficult to maintain
consistent quality of service
(Qos).

Some vessels are fairly sta-
tionary within a network; this
is typically offshore vessels
and short sea shipping ves-
sels. Others constantly travel
in between networks; this
would typically be deep sea

shipping vessels, offshore ves-
sels being reassigned to new
markets and fishing vessels
following seasonal changes.
With the growing number
of vessels and networks, the
need to constantly organise
and optimise networks has
grown considerably, to the
point where Ship Equip de-
cided to carry out a major in-
frastructure upgrade. The
maritime satcoms service
provider says the alterations
will make it easier to tailor
networks to specific vessel
needs and sailing patterns,
while improving the service
towards end-user vessels. De-
spite the extent and complex-
ity of the upgrade very few
problems were encountered.
COO Esben Flo says that
though it was large and com-
plex project, the upgrade will
pave the way to new products
that suit the growing markets

around the world. In the short
term, however, it will allow
ShipEquip to offer tailored
customer Service Level Agree-
ments (SLAs) that can be more
consistently managed on a
global basis.

The work involved rolling
out iDirect’s iDX 2.1 software
across the infrastructure of
NewWave Broadband, Ship
Equip’s airtime provider. This
infrastructure consists of 36
networks spanning 10 tele-
ports throughout Europe, the
United States and Australia.
iDX 2.1 adds a new bandwidth
allocation algorithm to iDi-
rect’s Group QoS technology.
Vessels can retain their QoS
configuration as ships travel
across multiple networks. The
entire upgrade was accom-
plished seamlessly with mini-
mal service disruption to the
1000 active vessels on Ship
Equip’s SEVSAT service.

Welcome to Marlink""-...

The world's preferred
satellite communications
provider.

Marlink provides VSAT and MSS
solutions for any size or type of
vessel or maritime operation.

Backed by the industry's most trusted
support network, Marlink provides global
coverage with always-on or pay-as-you-
use systems. We offer solutions that
provide our customers with world class
communications within their budget.

Communications
you canrely on

Every 4th vessel at sea which requires on-demand satellite communications uses Marlink;
you canjoin them by contacting any of our regional offices or email information[@marlink.com

Tel (24/7) +32 70233220 - Fax +3223323327

0SLO -« LONDON + HAMBURG -

BRUSSELS + ATHENS -+ DUBAI

* MUMBAI - SINGAPORE -

Sealinnk“

by Marlink

WaveCall”

by Marlink

N
inmarsat

e iridiume

THURAYA ¢

www.marli

MRARLINK.

WASHINGTONDC « HOUSTON





