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Do shipping lines need IT consultants?
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Do shipping lines have enough IT experts working for them, or do they need IT consultants? New Jersey based Log-Net thinks so 
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New Jersey based Log-Net has an interesting proposition to the container shipping industry: to act as an information technology consultancy. 

The company has a team of developers who are already skilled in information technology for container shipping, with a knowledge of both the complex transport documentation and logistics issues as well as IT. Of the 65 staff, about 40 are developers.

Putting together computer systems in container shipping is extremely difficult, due to the many different computer networks that need to be able to talk to each other. But also the specific expertise is very hard to come by, and normally only found within shipping lines themselves. 

However as an independent company Log Net is far better placed to move quickly to learn about new technologies and how they can be adapted than staff in shipping lines. It also has bigger economies of scale than the IT department of any single shipping line. 

“There’s not a big population of developers that understand the developments of container shipping lines,” says CEO John Motley. “You try to find a developer who understands what a container is and what a container is in Chinese.” 

Log-Net can use its expertise to find ways to apply new and more affordable technology in logistics, such as portable digital assistants, translation software. It can handle the issues associated with deployment, including staff education. 

The company has an expertise which is not available anywhere else, Mr Motley claims,  working out which technology is most suited to each application. 

“This is a business that has roots all the way back to Marco Polo and the Magna Carta,” Mr Motley says. “It does take time to evolve.” 

Log Net has a diverse client base of logistics service providers, retailers, manufacturers, importers and exporters. 60 per cent of its clients are in Asia. 

Log-Net has already won quite a slew of awards this year, including the US Inbound Logistics Magazine’s “Top 100 logistics information providers for 2002”, New Jersey Technology Council’s “Innovative Company of the Year 2002,” and the company “most likely to succeed” at New Jersey Technology Council’s annual venture fair. 

CEO John Motley was rated in Business News New Jersey’s “40 under men and women under 40 who have ascended to leading decision making roles.” 

One of Log-Net’s core areas of expertise is in the electronic communications standards in container shipping.

Connie Mead, director of implementation and EDI consulting at Log-Net, is also technical chair of the ISA, a standards body of shipping lines. She represents ISA at meetings for X12 (US standard) and EDIFACT (United Nations standards). 
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The software

Log-Net produces and sells logistics software which works over the internet, to help carriers, forwarders and others in the transport chain communicate information about container shipments. 

Some US retailers using the software have up to 200 trading partners linked together talking with it. 

The software is part of a very new breed of software products, hosted over the internet, with users paying a licensing fee. 

Shipping line P&O Nedlloyd is using the software extensively in its logistics group, P&O Nedlloyd Logistics, gathering data from many different service providers. 

The Logistics division handles supply chain issues which go beyond operation of the vessel, linking the factory schedules of the shipper and consignee into the maritime operations. 

The software was originally developed as a cargo tracking system for Danzas AEI and P&O Nedlloyd. P&O Nedlloyd was using it as a product order system. 

John Motley, Log-Net’s founder and CEO, wrote the original software himself. He had experience working in container freight operations, equipment management, logistics and sales at APL before building the system. 

It supports lots of different applications, including order management, transport management, documentation, exception management, freight audit, customs compliance, warehouse management, and tracking and tracing. 
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Errors

The most difficult issue with systems integration, Mr Motley says, is the error rate. 

All the dot com hot air about how by integration systems together would dramatically reduce the errors in the logistics chain by avoiding data having to be rekeyed has provided not really true, because the computer systems can create errors themselves. It’s common for shipments to move from one system to another and somehow disappear. 

The problem could arise from different companies using lists of codes which are slightly different, for example the list of codes which addresses that possible port destinations. If one system doesn’t understand the code used by another, then the system can report that the container has an unknown destination. 

The problems can also arise when people are enthusiastic to be part of a communications system, but do not realise the complexities involved, and how many different computer systems need to be able to communicate. 

Mr Motley estimates that on average about 5 per cent of data can have errors in it. “If you allow 5 per cent of errors to exist in the system, its no good,” he says. Someone’s got to deal with that.”

LOG-NET has its own expertise in fixing these problems, through a process which Mr Motley defines as “triangulation.” Data is drawn from three different sources, to see if the three sources agree. If one of the sources disagrees, then the next step is to find the source of the problem. 

There are quite substantial costs if the data communication is not as seamless as it ought to be. If it takes a day for shippers to obtain data about their cargo to send instructions about where to send it, it means that the cargo is sitting in a terminal somewhere for a day, which is expensive. 

“When systems get implemented people sometimes expect a panacea with no errors,” comments Mr Motley. “That’s not how this works. “
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