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Hurricane Bobby, a large category 5 super storm, has just cut a swath of destruction through the middle of Florida from Tampa to Jacksonville (totally devastating Gainesville!) before moving out into the Atlantic.  This catastrophe follows on the heels of an already raging bird flu pandemic that had been occurring for the last four months across the United States.  The servicing capacity of infrastructure providers is drained resulting in long delays for restoration of basic services like water, sewer, and power.  Most cell towers are down with estimates in the months before systems are up to 50% capacity.  The few cell service providers still working are overwhelmed by usage.  Your clinic needs to be in regular touch with ESF 8 officials to begin the relief process for Hurricane Bobby and to continue with pandemic flu response.  Your clinic staff and doctors need to be in touch with each other.  What to do?!

 

Well, fortunately you bought several short range walkie-talkies for staff to use around clinic sites and up to 5 miles away… and you also invested in several satellite phones that keep you completely connected to the “outside world.”  Good choice!  You get a GOLD star!

 

 Satellite Phone Systems in Essence:
 

There are two satellite phone systems available for you to employ. Each system has its own advantages and disadvantages.  These are the Iridium system (http://www.iridium.com/) and the Globalstar system (http://globalstar.com/), which is the new kid on the block.   For a full understanding of the benefits of each system, please spend some time on each page to understand the differences in each network and their respective phone capabilities.  The information is not that technical but there are service differences for voice, data, text messages, fax and Internet usage.  Globalstar and Iridium both can do the job you need it to do, which is to provide a last-resort communications link when there is no other means available.  Each system is integrated into the “regular” phone and cell systems meaning it can dial and receive calls from them.  The telling differences seem to boil down to overall equipment price, contract minutes, the needed geographic capability of each system and how it will fit your individual clinic needs.

 

The Iridum system was the first and only satellite phone system for a number of years.  Globalstar is the “new kid on the block” that does not yet have all the worldwide coverage that the Iridium contains.  But for clinic use, you only need a footprint in the Northern Hemisphere (the US is fine) and they clearly cover that territory.   

 

Basic Functional Commonalties:

 

Standard hand-held satellite phones look and dial like first generation cell phones that were big and bulky, only with a still bigger antenna.  The antenna is powered, which is one reason they utilize so much electricity compared to a regular cell phone.  Each service has standard carry along phones, mobile phones for cars, and phones that integrate into your existing PBX systems.  The general operational qualities of each are described below.

 

A major difference between cell and satellite phones, and one that is important to understand, is that a satellite phone antenna must directly “see” a satellite in order to function. Therefore, if you have a normal hand-held portable satellite phone you have got to be outside to use it.  This has repercussions since no one wants to be out in bad weather making phone calls. Likewise, if someone wants to reach your satellite phone, they can only do so if your phone’s antenna is outside where the satellite can see it.   

 

Both providers have satellite phones for indoor use that can be plugged into a PBX system with a bubble antenna located on your roof or the side of the building.  The issue here is that it is not portable and the system is tied into your electrical system.  If you do not have electricity and your building is damaged to boot, you no longer have satellite phone capability!  You cannot loan it to your other site or take it home with you. The other factor is these systems are more expensive than the handhelds.  The handhelds are also self-powered which has usage implications.

 

There is a portable system that can be set up in your car and has the ability to be moved from place to place.  The antenna can be placed outside in the weather while the user is in the building.  The only drawback is cost as this is an expensive option and again, depends on electricity being provided by the auto or building.

 

Finally, you purchase minute packages for each phone. The packages are always changing like any cell phone company, so look for specials.  In fact, Globalstar is rolling out new hand-held phones and there are savings to be had on their older models.  

 
Major Differences:
 

Iridium system:

 

· Worldwide coverage; if you need to make regular calls from extreme locales such as the Arctic or the middle of the Pacific Ocean, this is your system! 

· Only one dealer in Florida. 

· Communication lag time due to satellites stationed hundreds/thousands of miles from earth. 

· Redundant satellite issue; no updating in last few years.

 

Globalstar system:
 

· Service footprint covers the US and Caribbean, and several other areas, which is all most facilities need at the moment for emergency response.

· Redundant satellites; more being launched.

· No lag time in communication; satellites much closer to earth.

· Multiple rate plans. 

· Performed extremely well during Hurricane Katrina.

· Plenty of dealers/service in Florida.

 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss this information in more detail please email Thomas Knox, an FKDC member, at tknox@fachc.org or call (904) 942-1822.
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