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With the GMDSS now open for revision by IMO, new satellite providers have the opportunity to make their case 
for inclusion in the provision of the next generation of safety services, writes Brian Mullan, BAMCOM International

New providers to make GMDSS case

TT huraya has reaffirmed its intention
to apply formally to the IMO, dur-
ing MSC 88 in November this year,

for recognition as a competent, regional
distress and safety provider within the
soon-to-be revised GMDSS.  

Presentations have already been made
by Thuraya to the IMO during COMSAR
14 in March and during MSC 87 in May of
this year.  Both attracted significant inter-
est and questions from the IMO Member
States and others present.  

We can expect that the formal applica-
tion by Thuraya for recognition within the
GMDSS will attract an even wider and
keener audience.

The IMO has now opened the GMDSS
for the widest possible consideration,
leading potentially to the greatest changes
in maritime safety communications and
technology ever since the original GMDSS
was developed – changes that will add
measurably and significantly to safety of
life at sea.  

The existing GMDSS was designed and
agreed in an era when satellite communi-
cation was in its infancy and the technolo-
gy was very new.  Indeed, the early gener-
ation of satellites used within the GMDSS
had quite limited functionality when com-
pared to the latest satellites available
today.  

Satellite technology has become the
bedrock of maritime safety alerting and
communications – and this will continue
into the future.  

However, the time has undoubtedly
come for the IMO to enhance its standards
and regulations by taking into account
new developments and advances in satel-
lite technology, and recognising the
opportunities offered by such new tech-
nologies. Maritime safety today relies
upon a broad mix of technology, both
satellite and terrestrial and this mix will
remain the basis of a future, revised
GMDSS.  

The GMDSS was designed originally as
a jigsaw of essential pieces that formed the
overall safety picture – with no one ele-
ment being a single point of failure in the
distress alerting chain.  In a revised
GMDSS, new satellite operators, including
Thuraya, can undoubtedly be a key, new
part of an improved safety picture.

The original GMDSS was well designed
for the available and emerging technology
that was available at the time.  However,
the ‘fathers’ of the GMDSS, many of
whom are still active today, could not
have foreseen the rapid and exponential
growth in communications technology.  

Today, with the ability to control com-
plex, world-wide systems from a single

site, it is time for the IMO to re-examine
the criteria for maritime safety and to
allow for consideration of all available,
competent technology.

New GMDSS applicant Thuraya has
already advised the IMO informally of its
capabilities in providing a reliable, non-
GMDSS safety network that is claimed to
be more than 99.9 per cent reliable.
Thuraya already covers about two thirds
of the globe and is already used by seafar-
ers within that footprint.

Consideration of the capabilities of new
satellite providers should become a key
element in the IMO revision of the GMDSS
and needs serious consideration by the
IMO working groups that are charged
with the responsibility for delivering a
quantum improvement in maritime safety
– what may become known as ‘GMDSS
Mark 2’.  

Other than satellite technology, there is
really only one other communications
medium that will remain part of a revised
GMDSS – terrestrial radio.  VHF, MF and
HF digital radio will also be key elements
in the future.  

HF radio is the accepted back-up for
long-range satellite communications and,
for diversity robustness, must always
remain an essential element of the
GMDSS. 

New realities
One major reality for the IMO to accept is
that the very high cost of building, launch-
ing and operating satellites must mean
that the concept of a spare satellite for
every satellite used in the GMDSS will no
longer be an option.  

The satellite operators providing com-
munication services in the GMDSS, all of
whom are commercial, are unlikely to
have 100 per cent spare satellites in the
future.  This must mean that HF digital
radio will have to become the de facto
alternative in the very unlikely event of a
satellite outage. 

Aeronautical safety uses HF radio as a
key element of its strategy; for the good
reason that it does not want to rely on
satellite technology alone for safety.

Past arguments that have prevented
successful application to the IMO by new
satellite providers no longer hold water.
The former requirement for a spare satel-
lite in orbit for every satellite used in the
GMDSS is no longer reasonable or indeed
feasible.  

Indeed, Inmarsat announced on
August 6 that they will move to a more
gradual replacement of their L-band net-
work, which will result in a deferment of
previously-planned investment expendi-
ture over the next 11 years.  

This could be seen as Inmarsat moving
away from its former position of always
having 100 per cent satellite redundancy

for the GMDSS.  
The GMDSS is open for a comprehen-

sive review and needs to consider how best
the new structure will ensure safety of life
at sea; for the next quarter century at least.
Safety services for land and maritime
already accept alerts from any source, and
the revised GMDSS should be no different.  

If you ask any maritime rescue coordi-
nator about alerting methodology, they
will tell you that they will accept an alert
from any technology; satellite, VHF, MF,
HF, terrestrial telephone, cellular tele-
phone – and even from the newest and
innovative, non-GMDSS alerting and
tracking services.

The revised GMDSS needs to be based
upon a holistic mix of the latest technolo-
gies, satellite and terrestrial, with HF radio
as the back-up and, in addition to Cospas-
Sarsat EPIRBs, an independent means of
alerting.  

This means that there is now room for
new GMDSS providers to offer their capa-
bilities to IMO. These need to be comple-
mentary to Inmarsat and Cospas-Sarsat, as
an essential part of future IMO maritime
safety services. 

Future technology
Distress alerting is the single, most impor-
tant element of the GMDSS.  Seafarers in
distress need technology that will put them
in immediate touch with a rescue centre.  

New satellite providers, including
Thuraya, should offer distress alerting
that is at least as good as the existing
proven methods. 

All satellite systems for the GMDSS,
including new providers, use GNSS tech-
nology to pinpoint the position of the dis-
tress.  The well-quoted phrase “any delay
in receiving a distress alert can mean the
difference between rescuing survivors and
rescuing bodies” is particularly relevant to
all distress alerting systems, and new
GMDSS providers must comply with this
requirement and ensure that distress alerts
and calls are received immediately.

Broadcasting of specific information to
seafarers forms another key element of the
GMDSS and new providers must demon-

New satellite providers should start with the assumption that handheld devices 
are likely to be a future GMDSS requirement

New services need to be complementary to
the Inmarsat and Cospas-Sarsat systems

already used for search and rescue
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strate that they already have a robust
broadcast capability.  A solid broadcast
capability, for immediate communications
between search and rescue (SAR) profes-
sionals and specific areas and/or ships,
will always remain a core requirement.  

New applicants to IMO must be able to
demonstrate that their GMDSS products
and network architecture, together with
satellite network coverage,
are suitable for inclusion in
the revised GMDSS.  Some of
the new satellite providers
will undoubtedly seek to
offer unique solutions that
provide the security and
interoperability crucial to
remote area, mission-critical
SAR assignments.

Crew calling is now, more
than ever, a key part of safe-
ty at sea.  A demotivated
crew is not a safe crew and
therefore accessible and
affordable crew communica-
tions can be a key factor in
ensuring both ship safety
and crew retention.  

New satellite providers
should be able to offer a serv-
ice whereby crew calls are
charged at reduced rates,
allowing seafarers to speak
for longer with family and
friends and which can offer
special, significantly reduced
call charges during holidays
and festivals.  

Existing providers of crew
calling solutions offer simple
scratch cards that are available
in most countries.  Post-pay
plans could also be available.

Vessel tracking has
become a key part of mar-
itime safety and is an
extremely useful tool for
SAR authorities.  New appli-
cants for the GMDSS need to
offer location based services
that will enhance SAR opera-
tions.  More than one satellite
provider already offers LRIT
capabilities.

In the April edition of
Digital Ship, this author
called for the inclusion of at
least one hand-held satellite
radio to be part of a manda-
tory fitting for all ships, such
that it could be used day-to-
day for ship’s business and
then carried into the survival
craft in the event of abandon-
ing ship.  New satellite
providers should start with
the assumption that this
solution is likely to become a
future requirement.  

Hand held solutions for
survival craft must be capa-
ble of withstanding the
harshest of environments
and the most extreme condi-
tions, to ensure distressed
seafarers can stay in touch,
however remote the location.

In summary – Thuraya,
like other new providers,
needs to demonstrate to

MSC 88 that it can be a key element in the
revised GMDSS, and must offer signifi-
cant reliability and proven solutions for
distress and safety. 

Thuraya has stated that it is serious
about its intentions to become a valued
provider of maritime safety communica-
tions and has already taken a number of
forward steps in this path. DS

SeaAccess turnkey solutions include:  

 –     Worldwide coverage and service locations

 –  Corporate networking

 –  Internet and e-mail access

 –  Crew calling solutions

 –  24/7 help desk 

 –   Customer portal for metrics and tools
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Isn’t it time for SeaAccess?
Maritime communications are taking a turn for the better. Expensive 
phone calls, slow data transfers and gaps in coverage are a thing of 
the past. With SeaAccess Communications from CapRock, you get 
always-on, business-class broadband at an affordable, fixed, monthly 
cost virtually anywhere in the world. Without metered service and 
surprising cost fluctuations, your captains and crews can remain in 
contact with the corporate office and stay in touch with friends and 
family anytime. And thanks to CapRock’s global infrastructure, you’ll 
get worldwide coverage and local support day in and day out. All 
these advances lead to cost savings, more efficient fleet operations 
and more informed decision-making.

It’s time for a wave of change.

www.CapRock.com/SeaAccess
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