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Yachts participating in FUBAR ODYSSEY 2007 may be able to use cell phones and even cell data plans along some sections of the Baja Peninsula, but I'll leave the nuances of services supported, rates and coverage to someone with local knowledge. There may also be WiFi Internet available at some marinas, either for a daily fee or for free, and some international cruisers these days enjoy making phone calls over such a connection using VOIP (Voice Over Internet Protocol) services like Skype, as well, of course, as using it to keep up with email and surf the Web. Many such cruisers increase their vessel's WiFi range with external high dB antennas and amplifiers; search for "WiFi" at my marine electronics blog, www.panbo.com, for more information.

 

Satellite Voice and Data

Satellite phones provide a fairly consistent way to maintain voice and data communications offshore. The conventional wisdom is that Iridium is the better worldwide service, but that around North America and the Caribbean Globalstar provides better voice quality and faster data rates with lower service and hardware costs. However, this year Globalstar is experiencing some serious problems with the amplifiers in its satellites; many users (including myself on a recent Bermuda-to-Maine passage) have had problems making and/or maintaining connections. 

 

But Globalstar successfully launched four replacement satellites in May and they should be online soon. Again, search Panbo for up-to-date reports. The company is also now offering inexpensive unlimited North American service plans to those willing to commit long term. Note that both Iridium and Globalstar are planning major system upgrades in a few years, and it is possible to rent either type of phone/service for short periods. 

 

If you plan to regularly use either type of satellite phone for email, I highly recommend the use of XGate software and service (see www.globalmarinenet.net), which earns its keep by simplifying and speeding up the process. OCENS (www.ocens.com) offers this same software/service as OCENS Mail, along with various weather data services and viewers, and sat phone rentals/sales.

 

There are also various VSAT and Inmarsat satellite systems that can provide voice, email, and even fast offshore Web browsing, but this sector too is in a period of more-than-usual flux. KVH just introduced the radically smaller and less costly TracPhone V7 Mini-VSAT system, but the single significant hole in its North America/Caribbean coverage is the West Coast of Mexico. And Inmarsat will soon be offering a marine version of its wide-ranging BGAN service. Required hardware will be smaller, and data speeds higher, than current Inmarsat offerings, but specifics are not yet available.

AIS

The Automatic Identity System (AIS) has become a critical tool in the world of large vessels, not only for collision avoidance but also for port tracking systems (and is even used for megayacht spotting). An AIS transponder constantly transmits a boat's name, position, speed, course, etc. over two reserved VHF channels, and the information can usually be plotted on the radar or charting system of any other transponder-equipped ship within a VHF range of about 30 miles (some only have a small grayscale minimal display). It can also be plotted on the many cruising yachts which have installed AIS receivers over the last few years, and on Web sites that connect to shore side receivers. 

 

Though a Class A AIS transponder costs about $4,500 and entails significant installation, it is likely that several of the larger participants in the FUBAR Odyssey are equipped with them. Thus, if you have a receiver and an AIS-aware plotter (Raymarine C- and E-Series, Furuno NavNet vx2, new Garmins, and many others) or computer-charting program (almost all), you will be able to monitor the position of those yachts very accurately (which will be difficult with radar as so many boats will be traveling together). Receivers cost anywhere from $200 to $1,000 depending on whether they are able to listen to both AIS frequencies simultaneously and the inclusion of installation aids like antenna splitters and NMEA data multiplexers.

 

Interestingly, a recreational Class B level of AIS has been developed and should be approved by the FCC for use in the U.S. very soon. Class B transponders, like the ACR Nauticast B I recently tested (in international waters), transmit at a lower wattage and do not include some of the detailed information, like destination and ETA, of Class A. However, my test unit was typically seen by ships at about 10 miles on open seas. The Nauticast B also proved itself a very able dual channel receiver, able to pick up Class A signals at about 25 miles, and able to deliver the target data (plus GPS) to both a plotter and PC simultaneously. It costs about $1,200 including both GPS and AIS antennas, and is relatively easy to install. 

 

There are a few glitches in the very new Class B standard. For instance, older AIS plotters won't see your vessel's name until their software is updated. But they will see your target info with your unique MMSI number (your transponder has to be programmed with one, preferably the same MMSI that you obtain from the FCC and put into your VHF and SSB radios, as described by Gordon West). Plus Class B transponders only transmit position/course/etc. data once every 30 seconds which means that Class B target plots tend to jump across screens, particularly when they're zoomed in. It is anticipated that plotter developers will come up with a graphically useful way to apply dead reckoning to such targets.

 

At any rate, it would seem that the more AIS transponders of either type and plotters there are aboard the FUBAR fleet the easier it will be to make sense of who's where, not to mention cope with ship encounters. There's lots of information about AIS at www.panbo.com, and the moment Class B is approved in the U.S. it will be posted there.
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