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What does it take to change your ship-shore communications supplier? Steve Harding explores the possibilities
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Caption: shipping companies have confusing communications options
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In less than a generation we have moved from the extreme of an industry forced to correspond in a fashion fundamentally unaltered from that developed by Marconi to the present situation where each ship potentially has access to an ever-growing array of technology and accounting options.  

I say potentially as you have to wonder why anyone bothered to deliver competition.  Has anything really changed?  

Question:

‘How do you confuse a ship owner?’

Answer:

‘Show him two shovels and tell him to take his pick!’

That’s a joke by the way and apologies if it does not translate.  Nonetheless it neatly summarises the attitude of large sections of the industry towards ship-to-shore communications.  It invariably confounds, owners retreating to the familiar bosom of a single technology/supplier solution to avoid making any decision. 
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Hard to make a change

Getting people to change to different suppliers will not be easy. 

Moreover I am not unconscious of the fact this could be a case of kettle calling pot black.  

After all, here in the United Kingdom the insurance, energy and telecommunications markets were liberalised many years ago.  Yet, it was only last year that I waved adieu to my insurers of twenty-five years and eventually decided to look beyond ‘traditional’, ex-State monopoly suppliers of gas and electricity.

So before I belittle the hard-pressed ship owner, perhaps I should look to my own experience to understand why they are not exercising their democratic right to take their debts elsewhere and, more importantly perhaps in the longer-term, forsaking their ‘Tin Sparks’, otherwise known as the INMARSAT-A.

Everyone craves an easy life.  Alas from time to time these things come along that cannot be avoided notwithstanding you will do everything in your power to avoid them.  Decisions!  

Life is full of decisions.  Whether it is what to cook for dinner, or buying a new house, you have no option but to bite the bullet and undertake some form of assessment procedure that: 

Identifies the pros and cons of the proposed action; that are quantified in some way; to enable the various options to be compared and contrasted; in order to draw an apposite conclusion.

For the vast majority of decisions this procedure is completed without conscious thought, certainly without any form of detailed analysis.  After all, if it’s Tuesday, it must be spaghetti!  

However, as the steaks, sorry stakes, rise greater care and attention must be applied if the risk, the inherent danger of making a wrong decision is to be minimised.  

And the more potential options for change there are, the more complex the decision-making process becomes, the greater the risk of making an error.  

Specifically the more skill and specific expertise is required in the application of the decision-making procedure, particularly in the quantification of options.  If that basic skill and expertise is lacking, the option of doing nothing becomes increasingly attractive particularly if was is subject to review ‘ain’t bust and don’t need fixing’.  

Which, to be honest, probably explains why, despite the proliferation of new communications technologies and suppliers coming onto the market, I remain wedded to my BT ISDN line – basically, I’m thick when it comes to these things, and it more than suits my present needs.  

Seen from this perspective, the precipitation of new ship-to-shore communication products, in that it is increasing the complexity of the decision-making process is, perversely, actually making it more likely that ship owners will be tempted to stay with the tried and trusted; good news for INMARSAT, perhaps.  
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Looking elsewhere

So what eventually encouraged me to look elsewhere for insurance and electricity and may do so for communications?  

Bribery!  A man who claimed his quote for insurance would be at least £100 less than that I had received from my long-standing provider stopped me in the street.  He got my business immediately.   Ditto for the supply of electricity, consolidation with my gas offering even greater savings.

Well bribery was a key factor, but more important was the fact that the quantification of the options for change could be undertaken using a simple, objective and highly transparent methodology.  Money.

Electricity is electricity.  One electron is much the same as any other, and does exactly the same whether company A or company B supplies it.  The product is homogenous.  No difficult-to-pin-down issues of quality to clutter the mind.  Decision-making made easy leaving more time for the more important things in life.  Back to the Playstation then. 
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A complex choice

Telecommunications are not so straightforward.  Price is important, but is only one factor to take into account in determining the package that best suits.  

For example, should I continue relying upon a manual document processing system requiring no more than a phone, fax and low-speed internet access for E-Mails, or should I move to a fully integrated, centralised data management regime that implicitly requires access to, and investment in high speed data links?  

Now while it is true to say I’m not the biggest corporation in the world, not for want of trying I should add, exactly the same paradox haunts board-rooms across the globe.  

Any decision relating to telecommunications is implicitly and inextricably linked to the corporation’s own strategy.  Fundamentally you cannot change one without the other.  Select the wrong telecommunications option and the very future of the whole organisation could be at risk.  That really makes the brain hurt!

Perhaps that’s over-egging the importance of telecommunications somewhat as any prudent organisation spreads their risk and would not implement strategic change, as a function of technology, without first undertaking detailed trials, one hopes.  What is certain is that it is a decision that requires a specific skill and judgement.  
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Lack of corporate knowledge

I would argue it is not financial reticence that will dissuade ship owners from making a switch to more effective and efficient ship-to-shore communications.  Rather the industry’s institutional lack of corporate knowledge and expertise necessary to reach informed judgements.  

Why should the shipping industry be particularly weak in this area?  A thesis in its own right but I suggest it boils down to the long-standing corporate structure of the marine radio supply industry itself.  

Although Marconi hit upon the then novel, but highly profitable strategy of providing the ultimate ‘one stop shop’ for the ship owner’s communications needs, what today’s management consultants (who think they invented it, of course) call outsourcing, this has ultimately proven to be an Achilles heel.  

As a consequence the supply side is, and always has been divorced from the decision-maker who, in any case, would never dream of inviting such scruffs into its bed. 

The term ‘shack’ I always thought to be apt for the radio room on a ship as, within the home, it is where you tend to put your undesirables.  

In short, the supplier has no concept of what the customer actually wants and, frankly, the customer has no idea what it wants either, which is by far the bigger sin.  The two parties cannot communicate because they never have communicated.

Not that they really needed to communicate as long as the product remained homogenous, as it did through to the 1980s.  Price is, and can be the only determinant in decision-making.  Besides, what did the owner have to decide on?  There was no choice!  

This is no longer so, of course.  Yet I rather fear, because of this historic legacy, attitudes have yet to change, (some) owners still tending to be rather more concerned with where to put the Gin cabinet on a new ship – their expertise? - than proactively managing the installation of its communications network.  

But who am I to criticise.  After all, I simply avoid any decision over which shovel to use.  I give the dogs a bone and watch them get on with the digging!  I find bribery always works, and if it achieves the aim, what is wrong with that? 







