The simplest way to track containers
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Should you track containers using software or tracking devices, and what is the simplest way to do it? Trenstar has an elegant solution 

BODY

Tracking containers, or any other shipments, is not a particularly simple task for software applications, particularly if the units are completely out of your control. 

You can't expect people you don’t know who work at ports or on ships, to go through the trouble of scanning each of your containers to make sure they're in the right place.

Ports and shipping lines around the world are not particularly helpful about providing data on the containers they have in their possession and sometimes their data just isn’t’ right or up-to-date.

For the most part, anyway, you want to know which containers are in the wrong place so that you can take corrective action.  But only if your containers genuinely are in the wrong place. 

You don't want to bothered in the middle of the night with false alerts sent by text message to your mobile phone saying your container has suddenly turned up in a depot in the Philippines, when you know it’s outside your company's front door. 

In hunting for a workable solution within the maritime container industry, satellite container tracking solutions have been experimented with at length, but they’re not really practical for most applications because satellite airtime is expensive, the solution won’t work if the container is at the bottom of a stack of containers, and also because batteries need replacing regularly.
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A software solution

TrenStar, a subsidiary of maritime container manufacturing giant Trencor, has come up with an innovative software solution. TrenStar has its head office based in Denver and operations in the USA, UK, Europe, Australia and South Africa.

TrenStar’s software was initially developed through a long-term process of building a system to track 80,000 intermediate bulk containers (IBCs) for the automotive industry in South Africa. TrenStar’s solution has proven itself to be robust enough to handle the massive demands of container shipping for various industries.

The simplicity of the software is underpinned by the process that every time the container is scanned, the user also captures the details about where the container is going, and where the next scan is going to be. That way, if a container doesn't turn up where it is expected, the software generates an exception alert. Even if the container is routed a different way, provided it ends up in the correct place, the system will not send alerts, and you won’t be bothered.

The software is entirely web-hosted, which means you can input and read data anywhere in the world.  

SOFTWARE

Lease per use

TrenStar’s business model is unique.  More than an IT or logistics company, it can also finance a customer’s assets, whereby it offers to buy your containers back from you, manage them completely, and charge you on a per trip or per use basis.

This rather unusual business proposition has its roots in work it conducted with third party logistics vendors in South Africa, under the name of Trencor Solutions. Trencor was so pleased with the response to the system which it had developed, it decided to move into global 3rd party asset management, whereby Trencor Solutions takes complete responsibility for managing the assets, not just the associated IT.

In one case, the company claims, an equipment manufacturer was able to reduce its average inventory holding from 37 days to 14 days, just through use of the system.

This project served as a kind of case study project, which gave the group the expertise to tackle more complex projects. Initially it was a very demanding project, with containers continually getting lost, but it did have the benefit of keeping the containers in the relatively closed loop of South Africa.

To grow the business internationally as fast as possible, Trencor Solutions merged with MicroStar, a US company which had a fleet of brewing / food containers, and formed a new corporate entity, TrenStar, and setup its head-office to Denver.

It also bought KTP, a UK company specialising in bar coding, RFID tags and ERP integration skills. Through these mergers and acquisitions a new company was born, TrenStar, headed by Greg Cronin, who was founder and previous CEO of supply chain event management software vendor, Viewlocity.  

Last year, it won precisely the contract it was looking for, with one of Europe’s biggest brewers - Scottish Courage. Agreement was made for TrenStar to acquire its entire beer keg (some 1.9m units) and provide ongoing keg management service, with Scottish Courage paying back per container filled. The fleet and ancillary equipment were acquired for $69.4m.

The next milestone is for the company to start managing fleet and equipment pools for many different customers in the same industry, so they can all share in the economies of having a larger optimised pool of containers and its associated benefits. This should also mean that it is more likely that an empty container is readily available when a client needs it.
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The system

The software is based around uniquely identifying every container with a barcode or RF tag, which are scanned at every "milestone" (e.g. port, depot) in the transport chain. Although the systems mainly uses barcodes and RF tag, it is not limited to these input devices as it is designed to be input device independent and can work with any data capture devices including both passive and active transponder tags, touch memory and GPS signalling units.

The systems are all fully web enabled giving the person the ability to track not only the container but also its contents anywhere in the world. Automatic e-mails and faxes can be client-configured for the reporting of any exception alerts and management reporting. 

The point is not to track the containers in continuous real time, but to make sure they are where they are supposed to be and generate "exception" reports if they aren't.  Since every time a container is scanned, the operator types in where the container is going next, then if the container doesn't turn up as expected, it becomes apparent there is a problem. 

"We track and manage containers and their content on the basis of schedule, location and physical status," says Wayne Aronson, senior VP global technology and development. “That way, say the container does not arrive at the right location within the prescribed time with its content intact the system will send out the appropriate exception report.”

"Furthermore the system has been designed such that if we don't get access to all of those data points, the system has got a level of fuzzy logic that will fill in the gap of the missing scans. This may happen where you don't get access to the data capture point, or there's been a hiccup in the data download."

The software can also link containers together in batches, so by tracking one container all of them can be monitored. 

SUBHEAD

Container shipping

With its connection to Textainer as a sister company within the Trencor Group, TrenStar now also has the maritime container shipping industry in its headlights but it is well aware of what it is up against. Marine container operations are far more complex, running all over the world and never going to the same place twice, under many different people's control, rather than in a smaller loop. 

Also the effort required to manually scan shipping containers at every junction point is too much; maritime containers will need tags which can be scanned at a distance from readers, and probably active tags (which contain a battery and can send data over longer distances). The cost and operation of these tags is currently a barrier but are improving every day and it helps that containers can have, not only permanent tags but also temporary identification tags. 

TrenStar believes that its market advantage is precisely because of this complexity, that it is one of the only companies in the world with software powerful and robust enough to handle it. 

"Our strength lies in the open loop because of the complexity of trying to manage that," comments Mr Aronson.

