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Five trends 
in marine 
communications 
are making sure 
we don’t miss a 
thing.B y  Z u z a n a  P r o c h a z k a

Unlikely  
to UnplUg



M
aybe it’s because we need to work 

remotely or stay in real-time contact with 

family. Maybe we just fear missing out on 

something. Whatever the reason, staying 

connected has crawled to the top of the priority 

heap in our lives. Rapidly advancing technology is 

making constant contact possible, and in some cases 

even affordable, ensuring we’re unlikely to unplug. 

What’s driving this, and how is it changing the marine 

communications landscape?

1  MARINE BECOMES TERRESTRIAL
We want all the convenience and connectivity aboard that we 
enjoy on land, so maritime communications are emulating their 
terrestrial counterparts. 

More than 75 percent of people 
on earth have a mobile phone, and 
nearly 50 percent have a smart-
phone. Of those with a mobile 
device, half are using it as their 
primary Internet source. However, 
all this convenience is on land, and 
in most ways, maritime commu-
nications technology is 10 years 
behind terrestrial product and 
service offerings.

“Boaters are looking for the same 
experience at sea as at home,” said 

Chris Watson, director of digital 
marketing and communications at 
KVH, a satellite dish manufacturer. 
“People expect to be able to surf the 
web, engage in social media, email 
and text freely, regardless of their 
geography.”

Today’s developing onboard 
connectivity experience has to do 
with three things:
1 Our need for increasing bandwidth
2 Our demand for convenience
3 Our wish to buy marine technology 

the same way we buy our land-based 
connectivity

First, let’s talk bandwidth. We all 
want a bigger pipeline. No longer the 
exclusive milieu of early adopters 
such as bluewater sailors, offshore 
maritime communications provide 
real-time data and voice as well as 
audio and small-form video (e.g., 
downloading cute cat videos from 
YouTube). Near-coastal cruising 
communications have worked via 
cellphones and marina Wi-Fi, but on 
the West Coast we don’t just travel 
dock to dock. We tend to cruise 
longer distances farther from land 
where cellphones don’t reach, even 
with booster antennas. 

This is where satellite phones and 
dishes have come into play. VSAT 
— very small aperture terminal — 
consists of two parts: a transceiver 
(the dish outside in direct line of 
sight to the satellite) and a user inter-
face such as a laptop. For large and 
commercial vessels, VSAT adoption 
is projected to double by next year. 
Such ships use VSAT for crew welfare 
(entertainment and email) and to 
communicate information on cargo 
status, fl eet tracking, bunker fuel 
consumption and more.

Smaller recreational vessel owners 
are holding out for better value, 
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When cellphones and 
marina Wi-Fi won’t 
cut it, boaters need 
solutions such as KVH’s 
TracPhone V3IP (1) and 
Intellian’s v60 (2). 
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since VSAT equipment and service are beyond 
the budget of many yachtsmen. A small VSAT 
setup can cost $6,000 to $30,000, plus instal-
lation and usage charges. Much like with your 
cellphone contract, data and voice rates vary 
wildly depending on what and how much you 
buy. Recreational boaters can expect to pay 
around $1.50 per minute for satellite-based 
voice and around $1 to $1.50 per MB of data.

A developing phenomenon are High 
Throughput Satellites (HTS) that are expected 
to deliver a lower cost per MB. According to 
KVH’s Jill Connors, HTS is the next major 
enhancement to mini-VSAT. The GEO satel-
lites “implement the coverage/footprint in over-
lapping spots” and therefore “employ frequency 
reuse” in certain areas. In other words, where 
there is overlapping coverage, overall satellite 

capacity increases 
since the “power is 
concentrated in a much 
smaller geographic 
area, allowing for ... a 
high throughput.”

Second is a matter 
of convenience. 
Besides a dish on 
deck, we now want a 
satellite in our pocket, 
and this is where the 
wow factor of portable 
satellite phones comes 

in. Sat phones have been getting smaller, 
easier to use and cheaper. Portable devices 
run $600 to $1,200, and service plans vary 
from $0.50 to $1.50 per minute. (The rumor 
is that touchscreen technology is coming to 
sat phones, and that there is accelerating use 
of apps via satellite.) Because not everyone 
needs a sat phone full time, some dealers 
rent them out for a single passage. Iridium 
has even started selling satellite hotspots 
for adventure travelers, such as a trekker on 
expedition who may want access to satellite 
service on a temporary basis to send an email 
from Kilimanjaro.  

Finally, it’s also about how we expect to 
buy our maritime connectivity. As consumers 
demand a familiar communications experi-
ence aboard, marine technology hardware 
and service retailers are striving to emulate 
their terrestrial cellular counterparts by 
offering bundled packages of hardware and 
software, pre-loaded SIM cards and ease of 
use that makes the learning curve somewhat 
fl at. Familiarity, it turns out, does not breed 
contempt, because we like working and buying 
in ways we already know.

2  UNTETHERED & UNENCUMBERED
The freedom of wandering the deck with a 
phone or tablet in hand has become de rigueur, 
and living with outdated charts or old weather 
information is so fi ve years ago.

Raymarine was the fi rst to offer a Wi-Fi connection 
between the onboard multifunction display (MFD) and 
smartphones and tablets, turning our personal devices 
into effective repeaters or remote stations we carry as we 
move around on a boat. For the past two years, Furuno, 
Garmin, Simrad, B&G and Lowrance have all followed 
suit, so we are no longer tethered to a big computing 
device aboard.

However, besides the benefi t of mobility, we’ve also 
gained easy access to downloads of chart updates and 
up-to-the-minute weather information via GRIB fi les, 
which are compressed digital weather maps that have 
replaced weather faxes for short- and long-range fore-
casts. You can download much of this information via 
marina Wi-Fi directly into your MFD and head out with 
the absolute latest.

But wait, there’s more. Navico (parent company of 
Simrad, B&G and Lowrance) has launched GoFree, 
which is wireless connectivity that currently works 
with the NSS product line of Simrad MFDs that talk to 
your personal devices. Shane Colony, Navico’s product 
manager for digital marine, outlines some ambitious 
future goals for GoFree, including the development of 
apps that will allow you and your MFD to interact on 
many subjects, including maintenance, security and 
safety — potentially even talking to marinas and fuel 
docks via apps.

We no longer need a tether to keep up to date, and all 
this open and easy communication should make us better 
informed and, in theory, safer. Prudent use of all this is, 
of course, up to you.

We no 
longeR neeD 

A tetHeR to 
keep Up 
to DAte

Unlikely to UnplUg

Multifunction display manufacturers are ensuring that cruisers have a 
place to display all the information their increased connectivity off ers. 
The Simrad NSS12 evo2 (1), Vesper’s WatchMate Vision (2) and the 
Raymarine g3 Series (3) bring connectivity into high-defi nition clarity.
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3  THE CONNECTED BOAT
Boats are communicating on their own directly with you and 
your vendors, as M2M (machine-to-machine) connectivity elimi-
nates the middleman. 

My first boat kept me up at night. Was the bilge pump working? Were its 
lines secure, or was it adrift? Would the electrical system go haywire and 
start a fire? Was someone trying to break in? If you’ve ever worried about 
your boat, imagine receiving a text that all’s fine with your baby — from 
your baby. 

Boats can now talk to you directly with status updates of all kinds via M2M 
communications. The fi rst focus is on security. A number of manufacturers, 
such as GOST (Global Ocean Security Technologies), offer wireless connec-
tivity between you and onboard surveillance systems that protect against fi re, 
high water, low voltage, theft, intrusion and other hazardous situations on 
your boat.

Just like they have security systems in their house, boat owners want 
surveillance on their boat.

“A client’s boat is very personal to the owner, often times more so than their 
own home,” said Brian Kane, director of research and development at GOST. 
“Situational awareness of who is aboard when they are not there, such as 
video of when the detailer, mechanic or even guests arrive, gives the owner 
peace of mind.” 

With a comprehensive system of sensors, sirens, fl ashing lights, motion 
detectors and infrared beams, your boat can be snug as a bug in its slip, or it 
can text over marina Wi-Fi and tell you something is wrong. Inmarsat-based 
GPS tracking will show you on a map if your valuable asset is on the move, 
and closed-circuit cameras can wirelessly post clips to websites. It’s like the 
ultimate baby cam. 

“Clients are asking more and more for streaming video from cameras on 
their boat,” Kane said. This is especially helpful when you leave your boat 
in Mexico for the season, although you’ll need VSAT or the marina’s Wi-Fi 
connection to make it work, so it can get complicated, expensive and a bit 
sporadic.

iMAgine 
ReCeiVing A 
teXt tHAt 
All’S Fine 
WitH yoUR 
BABy — 
FRoM yoUR 
BABy.
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3Your boat can now 
communicate 
directly with 
you, thanks to 
systems such as 
those off ered 
by GOST, where 
you can monitor 
your boat on 
your smartphone 
(1) and your 
computer (2). The 
app lets owners 
choose which 
camera feed to 
view (3).
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5   IN WITH THE NEW BUT NOT OUT WITH THE OLD
There is room on board for traditional communications technol-
ogy that still serves a unique purpose. 

Despite all this newfangled communications technology, boaters still 
benefi t from the tried and true. For example, sat phones are great for one-to-
one communications, but for boats going offshore, a single sideband (SSB) 
radio, which is one-to-many communication, serves a purpose. Not only can 
you send simple email via SailMail and a Pactor USB modem attached to 
an ICOM SSB, you can also keep in touch via cruising nets you just can’t get 
anywhere else. Such nets provide information on weather and local news and 
let you send a request for assistance. They also provide camaraderie, letting 
you check in at set times and on set channels with people who are out there 

cruising with you. Operating SSB is 
a bit of black magic, but once you get 
the hang of tuning it, you will enjoy 
benefi ts you can’t fi nd anywhere else. 

The VHF radio for line-of-sight 
communications is also here to 
stay, at least for now. For conver-
sations with nearby vessels, a VHF 
radio is essential. Newer models 
are equipped with DSC, or digital 
selective calling, which allows you to 
call every other radio/vessel within 
range simultaneously with the touch 
of the DSC button. The boats that are 
closest to you are most likely to be 
able to render assistance quickly. All 
new VHF radios have DSC and many 
have built-in GPS, so the coordinates 
of your location are broadcast as well. 

In the safety communications cate-
gory, the old standbys are EPIRBs 
(emergency position-indicating radio 
beacons) and PLBs (personal locating 
beacons). The devices are connected 
directly to the international search 
and rescue (SAR) community and are 
your best bet to send a distress signal 
when circumstances get dire. 

And since we are talking about 
SAR, it is important to mention that 
there has been a proliferation of 
pocket-sized messengers that provide 
positioning information and the abil-
ity to send a distress message for very 
little out-of-pocket expense.

Among these are SPOT, inReach 
and Yellowbrick. SPOT can send 

4  SMALLER, FASTER, CHEAPER — RIGHT?
Advancing communications technology is offering more for less, 
even if not necessarily for a lot less. 

So if you remember Economics 101, 
you may guess that all this demand 
and continually improving technology 
must be driving prices down as the 
market expands. Yes and no. “Prices 
for hardware (e.g., satellite dishes) 
are staying relatively stable,” KVH’s 
Watson said. Service plans (voice and 
data) have gone down mostly in very 
large plans where you buy a lot at a 

time. However, you can expect to get 
more for your money overall.

You will experience faster rates 
and better accessibility, but the 
entry-level price will still be set at 
some minimum that pays for the 
development of the equipment and 
the service infrastructure. That 
makes sense. My AT&T plan hasn’t 
gotten any cheaper in the past fi ve 

years, but in some ways I’m getting 
more. My data is faster and my 
dropped calls are fewer, but my bill 
isn’t much less, it’s just that the same 
level of poor connectivity is no longer 
the standard. 

This is not to say that marine 
communications technology will 
continue to stay in the thousands of 
dollars. A bigger satellite pipeline, 
more easy-to-use devices and higher 
adoption rates will eventually set a 
new standard for what is available as 
well as what you think you need. After 
all, even 10 years ago, did you think 
that you’d need a $700 cellphone? I’m 
talking about you, iPhone 6.

Unlikely to UnplUg
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Despite a proliferation 
of new tech, including 

Spot (2) and inReach 
from Delorme (4), VHF 
radios, such as models 

from Raymarine (1) 
and Standard Horizon 

(3) are still major 
communications players, 

especially with GPS 
and AIS functionality 

included.
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 Websites of Interest
FindMeSpot.com
FurunoUSA.com
GostGlobal.com
IcomAmerica.com
inReachDelorme.com
Intelliantech.com
Iridium.com
KVH.com
Navico.com
Raymarine.com
Sailmail.com
Simrad-Yachting.com
StandardHorizon.com
UUPlus.com
VesperMarine.com
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short, canned messages, while 
inReach allows you to send Twitter-
like texts of up to 160 characters. 
Yellowbrick is a product from Great 
Britain and allows for 250-character 
messages. These devices require a 
usage plan that is priced separately, 
but you can purchase the devices 
for $150 to $600, and some offer 
two-way communication, so their 
appeal is obvious. 

However, the messaging devices 
are neither regulated nor monitored 
directly by the international SAR 
community. Rapid development in 
tracking devices with little coordi-
nation across the board is not a new 
problem. In an effort to address 
this, in 2009 Iridium — which has 
a product called GO! that turns any 
cellphone into a global communi-
cator — launched the ProTECTS 
Alliance (Promotion of Two-way 
Emergency Communication and 
Tracing Systems), which strives to 
interface between SAR and mobile 
satellite services (MSS) companies, 

resellers, distributors and retailers 
to develop processes whereby 
first responders and rescuers can 
verify distress calls. It’s a good step 
toward tying together all the vari-
ous pieces of emergency commu-
nications, but the best insurance 
is to mix and match your onboard 
devices and create multiple access 
points that draw on best-of-breed 
solutions for the task at hand. In 
other words, don’t eschew the old 
emergency devices for the price 
and convenience of the new, sexy 
messaging products.

The Communications 
Connection

In short, unplugging is not in our 
future, because there has been a 
proliferation of new ways to keep in 
touch. For better or worse, we are 
more connected than ever, even in 
the most remote parts of the planet, 
and that trend is changing faster 
than anything else in boating. The 
24-hour news cycle, social media 

and the concept of the virtual office 
all ensure or require that we don’t 
miss anything — ever — so a relax-
ing boating getaway to escape and 
unwind in peace and quiet has taken 
on a new face.

The only sure way to get that 
relaxed feeling of putting the world 
on hold is to press the off button — 
and I don’t mean airplane mode. But 
then, what could you be missing?
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