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Cruise Communications Essentials   

Marius Coomans – skipr.net       
 

 
Radio Communications 
Checklist: 

● Do all crew know how to operate the radio? 
● Do you know how to fit an emergency antenna? 
● Is the handheld VHF radio ‘s battery charged? 
● Are all crew familiar with the radio and it operational settings? 

 
 
Mayday  called in case of grave and imminent danger to a vessel and/or passengers 
Example call: 

Mayday, Mayday. Mayday this is [vessel name, vessel name, vessel name] [break] 
Mayday, this is [Vessel Name], we are taking on water and are about to abandon 
ship. Our position is 31 degrees, 23 decimal 45 minutes South 152 degrees, 15 
decimal 67 minutes East. We have two people on board. 

If “attending to” or monitoring a Mayday call, keep a written record of the interaction. 
 
Pan Pan  is called in cases which do not present imminent grave danger, while still 
representing a need to notify other stations or requiring non-urgent assistance. 
 
Logging-in with Marine Rescue / VMR stations 
Benefits of logging in with VMR stations 

● Leaving a track in case of emergency 
● Confirmation that your radio is in order 
● Notifying others in an area of your presence 
● Updates on local conditions (for example the latest Wide Bay Bar way points) 

 
In Queensland, an initial call to a VMR station is typically made on the working frequency 
(See Rob’s Passage Planner), rather than channel 16. Also, log-in information is not 
forwarded between stations. While it means spending a bit more time on the radio, it is less 
prone to “transmission failure”. Be familiar with local repeater stations which greatly extend 
the reach of transmissions (ref Passage Planner). 
 
 
AIS 
AIS receivers and transceivers are increasingly used and economical to purchase. 
Compulsorily carried by commercial shipping, it provides timely information on the position, 
speed and course of nearby shipping, as well as convenient information to call ships on 
radio. Many installation options are available, including AIS built into VHF radios, receive 
only and transceiver options. Class B AIS (low power) is typically used on leisure craft, 
although Class A sets are becoming more economical and may be legally operated on small 
craft. 
AIS is also being deployed as an Aid To Navigation, used on critical landmarks and such 
usage is expected to increase substantially in the future. 
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Telephone 
In Australia, the choice of carrier for mobile communications is simple, Telstra is the only 
“game in town”. The reasons: 

● Continuous coverage along the coast. 
● Use of the 850Mhz band, provides longer distance usage. 

 
While most ordinary handsets provide remarkably extensive coverage, it is advisable to 
select a “blue tick” handset or install a “Fixed Wireless Terminal” such as the Ericsson 
W25/35 with an external antenna. 
There have been lots of  (and regular) changes to post-paid and pre-paid phone and data 
plans. It pays to check regularly that  you’re on the right plan and check your usage. 
You will find reduced battery life on mobile phone handsets during a cruise as they 
automatically increase their output power in remote locations.   
 
 
Antenna basics: 
While we have become used to mobile phones without visible antennas, they are an 
essential ingredient in maximising coverage. Due to the frequency band used by phones, 
coverage is largely “line of sight” only, therefore the higher your antenna (or handset with 
built-in antenna) is positioned,  the better. Additionally, the power of handsets is limited 
(around 1 Watt maximum), also limiting the range ( techies will bring up the square law 
relationship - double the distance and signal strength is reduced by a quarter). Where an 
external antenna is installed, optimise performance by installing a high quality antenna via 
low loss cable as high above the deck as practical - it typically pays to have an antenna 
installed professionally. Bear in mind, though, that effectiveness of an antennas will always 
be a compromise between cost, installation, size, gain and directionality. 
 
 
Internet Access 
The relatively low cost and quality coverage have made  Internet access an everyday part of 
cruising life. The mobile phone network provides excellent, virtually continuous Internet 
access along Australia’s east coast. 
 
Common hardware options are: 

● Email and browsing on mobile phone handset. 
○ Economical, occasional usage, limited coverage. 

● Tethering the phone to provide Internet access for a laptop. 
○ Economical, moderate usage, use with power adaptor to save battery. 

● Using a separate wireless modem for laptop internet access. 
○ Great variety of options to improve coverage and enable multiple users. 

● Installing a fixed Wireless Terminal (Ericsson W35) 
○ The ultimate solution to maximise coverage and convenience, including 

improved phone coverage and multiple users. 
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Internet Cafes and Marina WiFi are NOT recommended due to their relatively high cost and 
very poor security. Keep an eye on Telstra data plans. they change frequently. New plans 
with higher data allowances and lower cost are regularly rolled out to new customers. 
Existing customers need to explicitly change plans to take advantage of them. 
 
Applications 

● Weather (and current!) forecasts and observations, conveniently accessible at all 
times. 

● Shore information (marina layouts, maps, shops and services) 
● Skype - save on phone calls 
● Entertainment (iView) 
● Yacht Tracking. Reporting regular position through Skipr.net allows cruise 

coordination and keeps friends and relatives informed. It is strongly recommended to 
report position daily. 
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