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Main head

How to integrate a ship 

DECK HEAD

How can the ship be best integrated into the shipping company structure using information technology? Delegates to Digital Ship’s London conference had different ideas 

BODY

The first speakers laid out the groundwork for what this day should be all about: “You want to integrate the people onboard with what’s happening ashore, said Fotis Christodoulopoulos of Vector Informatics. 

“Integrating vessels into the office systems should make use of the existing infrastructure.”

When Vector first started to market its high-end technology to the shipping community, it found that the existing standard didn’t allow for such a technology to be implemented, which meant that Vector had to re-think and adapt its solution. 

However, it might still look somewhat “futuristic” to some.

The shipboard system is a modular java-based application, which makes redundant the need for a ship-based database to be synchronized with the shore. Nothing more is needed than an interface to the data transfer channels.

“The application has to work online and offline”, said Mr Christodoulopoulos. “It also needs to be able to work with the existing narrow-band communications channels (such as Inmarsat –B).  

“They must allow for remote updating of the software from ashore. Functions such as crewing, operations, maintenance, ISM and purchasing can be carried out via Vector’s system.”

SUBHEAD

Information distribution

Referring to those tasks that need to be carried out onboard, and much of the regulation that still requires paper-based systems onboard, Mark Story of Maritime Systems said, “The paper cycle just isn’t reliable. 

“Paper-based information is likely to get lost on the way to its final destination for storage.

“What is really needed is an information distribution system that automatically files data into the right place. You need forms management, for instance.”

Developing such systems is an entirely different challenge, however. There has been much debate about whether open source or proprietary systems would best serve the interest of the user. 

Mr Story suggested a combination of both. A degree of standardisation is also desirable. 

“Open source can be extended for individual purposes” he said, which is perhaps one of the most important aspects as shipping companies vary in respect to their business practises, i.e. they have to be able to adapt systems for the individual requirements.

As a number of other speakers emphasised as well, Mr Story said it was important to have systems follow the natural workflow. They also have to be able to integrate with other, related applications. “In order to eliminate the need to enter the same data more than once.”

Rekeying data used to be an issue when, for instance, ship operators communicated with their suppliers. While some solutions now go as far as to connect a particular ship operator electronically with a number of suppliers, some initiatives go way beyond that. 

MariNet, for instance, attempts building a vast information network, which ties in shipyards, owners and suppliers, as well as authorities. MariNet’s Stein Skaar said, “The information sits there in various systems and is not utilised efficiently. We can change this by creating partnerships.”

While this sounds like a great goal, it has proven difficult to convince everyone of this concept. 

“It is the shipowner who needs to be driving this development,” Mr Skaar said. “Only then can we achieve gains such as spot-on docking schedules, shortest time in port possible, i.e. predictable processes that make everyone work more efficiently.”

MariNet is currently evaluating the specific benefits for all parties involved.

SUBHEAD

Purchasing

A development which is driving at full-speed is the e-procurement business. 

After the big dot.com fall-out, there is now a small number of companies establishing themselves as supply-chain managers and integrators. 

MarineProvider is one of them and can show for some results indeed. Thus, Colin Lewis of MarineProvider was able to present the case study of an integration that had been implemented for Maersk Line. 

Of course, Mr Lewis is one who “strongly believes that e-procurement technology provides the most cost savings today.” 

In fact, after “connecting” the 52 ships to the 6 buyers ashore, Maersk Line achieved a time saving of 28 percent within 4 months, he claims. While purchasing was paper-based before, the process has now changed to a fully integrated, electronic work flow from ship to shore to supplier (and back). 

The savings have not occurred on the shipping company’s side. While here the results were less administration staff for the same tasks and lower cost of goods, suppliers could expect more timely payments and less administration cost themselves.

SUBHEAD

Moving skills to shore

Haakon Dalon of Bass summarised the reasons that made it necessary to more closely tie in the ship to the shore. 

He said, “many roles that used to be ship-based are now being done ashore.” 

However, those tasks have to be known onboard, i.e. the relevant information has to be made available to the vessel. Mr Dalon also forecasted that remote “web-based” applications – such as the one presented by Vector – would eventually dominate the market. In fact, “in the year 2005 you will be able to surf the internet while onboard,” he said.

Mr Dalon also predicted that “Business to Machine (B2M) and Machine to Machine (M2M) technologies will change operations in shipping. 

We might see the ship having online access to regulation material. There will be shore-side monitoring of operations and equipment; decision support systems that are connected with the shore. The vessel will indeed be part of the extended company network.”

SUBHEAD

Messaging

Professor Varelas of Thenamaris shipping presented both a good example of how web-based technologies could be used onboard and how a shipping company would “tailor-make” its own systems. 

“It is important for ship operators to develop their own software,” he said, “in-house development is more cost-effective.”

The web-based architecture would allow for more control from the shore-side, he continued. Delivery notifications could be accessed via the internet and the status of a mail could be tracked. Also, “there is no cost for updates and installations onboard the ship. It can all be done remotely.”

On a more general note, Paul Ashton, formerly with Xantic, spoke on possibilities to reduce messaging overload. There was too much e-mail traffic, he said. The only way to handle this was to design systems to get e-mail data straight into the relevant applications. “The re-use of data is essential, i.e. we need central data storage,” he continued.

Mr Ashton mentioned one particular issue that would make all the difference in the debate about whether or not the transfer of data was economical: data volume. “It is important that raw data is being transferred. While a noon report in Word format has a size of 10 KB, the raw data is only 15 bytes. You also have to use optimised software that can adapt the cheapest way to send this data.”

Fabrice Demichel referred to messaging overload in regards to shipbroking. His company, AXS Marine is building up a network, which aims to manage information and assign it to the relevant location and person. 

This has to be an automated process, carried out by a system rather than people, he said, “as people really are lazy.” 

A similar issue, if not in regards to shipbroking was raised by Panteleimon Pantelis of Ulysses Systems, which specialises in ISM application. 

“We’ve started to lose control of information,” said Mr Pantelis, mentioning storing, indexing and searching of information as essential tasks that have to be assisted with by a system. 

However, the system should not only be there to release relevant information, but notify the user about missing information as well.

All in all, most speakers agreed that information distribution was a major challenge in shipping, and sensible integration was needed both within a shipping company and with related suppliers and partners. 

Whether or not the future of applications was web-based is a more debated issue, yet many of the software providers have started looking into this as the arrival of package data, both in cellular and satellite communications would call for web-based applications to be developed.

