
 
IRIDIUM against INMARSAT - Information’s for VMS decision makers 
 
 

1. List of Shipping companies using Iridium Satellite Services, here are some examples as we 

do not have a complete list but please note that Iridium have an installed subscriber base 

of more than 450,000 terminals and this is growing by more than 50,000 terminals a year. 

 

 
MAERSK is the largest shipping company in the world and they have selected 

Iridium as their preferred satellite network provider. Currently Iridium is installed on 

more than 350 ships in their fleet. 

 
EURONAV is a global tanker company and Iridium is their preferred 

satellite network provider. 

 
ZODIAC FLEET is a multi- purpose fleet operator with more than 150 ships. and 

Iridium is their preferred satellite network provider. 

 
COLUMBIA SHIP MANAGEMENT 

 
operates more than 100 ships based in Cyprus and 

Iridium is their preferred satellite network provider. 

 
AVIN is a global Petrol Tanker company based in Greece and Iridium is their  

preferred satellite network provider. 

 

 
2.   List of countries that have selected Iridium based VMS systems 

 
Iridium was selected on the basis of best value for messaging and low 

latency in data transfer by many VMS authorities. Please see below some 

notable examples. 

 
Vietnam     5,000 vessels 

 

USA 2,500 vessels 

 
Canada       700   vessels 

 
 

France 1,000 vessels currently, next phase due 

 

Spain 2,000 vessels next phase due 

 
Eastern Adriatic 

 
Fleets 1,000   vessels 



 
 
 
3. Response to the technical committees statements on Inmarsat. 

 

a) SAR is not widely used on fleets serviced by the Iridium satellite network. 

 

This is not true, as Iridium terminals are SSAS certified (Ship Security and 

Safety) providing emergency alerts to Ship Owners and the Flag states. 
 

The Iridium network is used by most of today’s maritime safety systems, 

which operate with global SAR (Search And Rescue) organizations. 
 

As an example, the premier round the world yacht race- the Vendee Globe, uses 

Iridium terminals and the Iridium network for safety and tracking. 

 
Please note that fishing fleets are not subject to SOLAS regulations, 

which exempts them from SOLAS safety procedures. 
 

This allows for a more Fishery specific safety solutions to be 

deployed, as offered with the Iridium based Bluetraker solution. 

 

b) There are more Inmarsat terminals deployed than Iridium? 

 

This has no bearing on the decision of which network to use for 

the VMS system. 

 
However Inmarsat is old technology which does not take advantage of the latest 

technical developments which is a weakness in of data delivery and costs. 

 
As of 2010 Iridium has 450,000 terminals subscribed to the network. 

Iridium based terminals have the fastest growth rate in the world. 

 

Another outstanding statistic can be seen in the global maritime buoy 

market. Approximately 80% of all buoys with satellite signaling, currently 

deployed are using the Iridium satellite. 

 

An example of this can be seen in the Tuna buoys market, where Iridium 

is the undisputed market leader. 
 

c) Tracking of satellites from the earth is easier with Inmarsat as they are geostationary. 

 
This is not true, there are only 4 Inmarsat satellites which are operating 36,000Kms from 

earth and the 66 Iridium satellites are operating at 780Km from earth. This means that any 

Inmarsat device requires more power to send and receive data, resulting in greater latency 

and therefore inefficiency. This has a severe impact on VMS terminals’ backup power supply, 

reducing the number of hours it will operate. 
 

Iridium satellites travel in a LEO constellation (lower earth orbit) which means they 

are closer to earth and therefore messages are sent and received faster, resulting in 

improved performance and lower costs. 



 
When using the backup battery power Iridium terminals will operate much longer 

than the corresponding Inmarsat terminals. Using 66 satellites in a network 

guarantees the data sending will always be successful as there are always four 

routes available. This is why Iridium is the only network to offer global 

coverage ,compared to the limited coverage offered by Inmarsat. 

 

 
4. What are the three most important advantages of the Iridium Network 

compared to the Inmarsat Network? 

 

Requesting a position from a VMS terminal (polling) can cost 10 X more via 

Inmarsat than Iridium. 

 

a) Total coverage Pole to Pole compared to limited coverage offered by Inmarsat. 
 

b) LEO ( low earth orbit 780Km ) operation compared to the GEO( higher orbit 36,000Km) 

this gives multiple advantages to Iridium.  
• Lower power required to operate terminals  on earth 

 

• Longer standby battery operation (up to 7days) 
 

• Higher signal strength for improved data reception 
 

c) 66 Iridium satellites compared to only 4 Inmarsat Satellites 
 

d) Iridium is overload proof, because satellites are arranged in a mesh network. Data is 

transferred from satellite to satellite before reaching the ground station. 
 

Inmarsat architecture is point to point using many ground stations, which leads to 

data congestion. 
 

e) Iridium signals are secured by data encryption, which Inmarst does not have.  
f) Inmarsat requires a very complex set up for each terminal , Iridium  terminals are  

plug and play. 
 

g) Inmarsat requires many ground stations to provide a stable operation, if any 

station is down the message can be lost. Iridium does not require this architecture 

as all the satellites can talk to each other via the mesh network. 

 


