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In future vessels will have their place in global information networks with constant exchange of videos, documents and knowledge. Panagiotis Nomikos explores 

BODY

The ‘Information Superhighway’ will stretch to the oceans through satellite links. Today’s pioneering Fleet77 service from Inmarsat and the corresponding service from Iridium are just the precursor of the near-term developments.

The vessels will hook on to the global information networks and will be able to exchange information with the office and with third parties seamlessly. Sensors will monitor the performance of the machinery and will transmit the data automatically to the vessel and office databases. 

Videoconferences with office staff will be taking place to discuss the particulars of the voyage and the maintenance and repairs issues. Competition amongst different satellite providers will lower the communications prices.

The current trend to install onboard software that takes care of the vessel purchasing and technical activities and links directly with the office databases will be enhanced. 

Data-entry of voyage, technical and procurement data will happen at the point of origin, the vessel, and will be automated as much as possible. This will eliminate the need to employ data-entry staff at the office who currently re-enter data that have originally been entered by crews onboard, only to be printed and faxed to the office. The data will flow seamlessly to the office for approvals and instructions, and extensive statistical analysis will be available to both office and vessel alike.

The fleet will become intertwined with the office in a common environment. Less office staff will be required to monitor the performance of the fleet and the execution of the voyages. Fleet managers and superintendents will be in direct contact with Masters and officers in the same manner as they are contacting today their office-based colleagues, advising them on the course of action from any place (home, office, travelling).
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Keeping in touch with vessels 

In the maritime sector, where the primary assets of the companies operate around the clock and around the globe, managers and staff must be in constant touch with the vessels, the third parties, and the market developments in general. 

Fast, round the clock reaction to instantaneous market movements will ensure a profitable fixture ahead of the competition, and high-quality, accurate, “just-in-time” execution of the voyage and maintenance of the ship will distinguish a successful company from its competitors. 

In the prevailing harsh market conditions the above no longer are “nice to have” luxuries, they are requirements essential for long-term survival and growth.

Today’s standard, off-the-shelf tools and technologies enable the shipping professional to be constantly connected with his colleagues and with the market. Forward-thinking companies are already adjusting their working practices accordingly. They have the best chances to prosper in the future.

On the other hand today’s ease of exchanging information rapidly overflows the shipping professional (especially the executives) with loads of unimportant data. The critical pieces of information may be lost in an avalanche of redundant messages. “Clever” software tools are being developed to automatically filter what is important and what is not, tailored to the needs of each individual user. The era of “Knowledge Management” is just beginning.
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Coping with e-mail

The ease in distributing and disseminating information has a negative side-effect: Information overload. 

As soon as a company gets connected to the Internet, users find that they are overwhelmed by hundreds of messages daily, many unrelated to their business or duties, and a lot of spam. 

A typical middle-level manager today receives up to a hundred messages daily that he must reply or otherwise act upon, and many more that are not related to his duties.

The overload is significant. It stresses the workers and does not allow them to concentrate and discharge of their duties calmly. It is distressing to return from a two-hour important meeting to find tens of new messages in your inbox needing attention, many unduly market “high priority”.

To survive, most managers simply choose to ignore more than half of their incoming messages. They judge which messages to read and which to trash by scanning briefly the subject and the sender name.

In this manner they certainly loose tens of important messages every day from unfortunate senders whose names did not grab the recipient’s attention, or they did not put catchy phrases in the subject field.

The solution is a new category of business software called “Knowledge Management Systems”. This is “cleverish” software, utilising Artificial Intelligence and Expert System methods and algorithms. 

The software system reads each incoming message and attempts to “understand” its content and its significance for every recipient. Thereafter the software automatically routes every message to the appropriate recipient, or files it to the appropriate electronic folder.

The field is still in its infancy and it will take several more years to reach adolescence. The reason is that Artificial Intelligence is the only field of Computer Science that progresses scientifically very slowly. 

Yet the results so far (in the companies that have already installed such systems) are impressive. 

Managers and staff have been relieved from the bulk of the unrelated messages, and automatic filing seems to be performing efficiently. The resulting increase in productivity is significant.

The drawbacks are the very high costs of these systems and the very long implementation time. 

These Expert Systems need to be “trained” laboriously in the specifics of each company. The training takes several months and is quite expensive too. For the time being the current systems are really suitable only for very large companies with thousands of users, or for very content-heavy services (such as news agencies, etc).

Yet in the coming years, as the field matures and the costs lower, (due to the competition that will be introduced), Knowledge Management will gradually enter the mainstream of business software. In the future these systems will be used widely to automate the information flow within a company and to present to each worker only the messages that are relevant to his/her duties, resulting in great productivity strides.
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