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ABS Nautical Systems is doing well selling its software to the Greek shipping community, as Barry Parker reports

Photo caption: ATHINA M. discharging at Trieste

picture: athinam.jpg

BODY

The Greek community has always been at the forefront of shipping practices. Starting in the mid 1990’s, a combination of market vicissitudes and regulatory timetables have stimulated a full blown fleet renewal campaign by the Greek owners. 

Some powerful dynasties have emerged, notably that of the Martinos brothers, Thanassis, Dinos and Andreas, who control nearly 10 Million deadweight among them. 

While these Greek owners, along with their brethren, were conspicuously absent from the internet hoopla and dot.com mania of several years ago, technology has quietly insinuated itself into their business processes. 

As Posidonia 2002 unfolds, the Greek shipping community finds itself at the forefront of technology and maritime software applications, enabling Greek owners to meet the demands of very exacting charterers, and, managing the increasing strain of regulatory compliance. 

SUBHEAD

ABS Nautical Systems 

The Greek successes in technology could not have happened without the 24 x 7 support from the vendors of software applications so committed to serving it. One such vendor is Nautical Systems (NS), a wholly owned subsidiary of American Bureau of Shipping (ABS). 

Recently recognized as the recipient of the 2002 Seatrade Award for innovative new technology applications, the NS client roster goes way beyond its list of classification clients and includes an impressive list of Greek clients. 

Recent additions to the NS fold include Costamare, an owner of large containerships, and tanker specialist Minerva, that, like the goddess, was spun out of a predecessor entity, in this case Martinos company “Thenamaris”, in the late 1990’s.

NS products, marketed under the “Safe Net” brand, are aimed at fleet managers who must deal with the complexities of numerous vessels, multiple departments, and numerous business processes involving onshore management as well as the vessels themselves. 

The products are modular, meaning that client companies can take the entire suite (see sidebar for list of modules) or just one or two modules. Often, ideas for new functionality come from client requests. 

SUBHEAD

Easy integration

An important benefit is that these new modules, such as the recently launched e-procurement module, can be easily integrated into the company’s system. 

In a suite like Safe Net, one of the biggest technical challenges is “database replication”, which, in layman’s talk, means making sure that data aboard ship (for example, an inventory of critical parts or a personnel related data file) coincides with that same database at a remote office, say at a shipyard, or at the home office, enabling the coordination benefits. 

The replication is accomplished through the Replication Manager module, which interfaces with numerous common shipboard communications packages, as long as they have an e-mail capability. 

A master database, stored in the company’s main office, can be updated from the ship automatically, at pre-programmed intervals. Instead of sending an entire database back to shore through an Inmarsat provider, the utility supports the transmission of a compressed file, detailing only updates since the last transmission.    

Interoperability with other packages is also a key concern. The Replication Manager doubles as a hub of sorts, enabling connectivity with external systems (and eliminating the need to duplicate information stored in those systems). 

For example, one U.S. based tanker owner we talked with utilizes a ShipNet system for accounting onshore, and deploys SafeNet aboard its vessels for procurement. They run the Purchasing and Inventory module aboard vessels (tied to the office), and are now experimenting with the newly launched eProcurement module.

SUBHEAD

Eastern Mediterranean

In doing this article, we had a chance to look briefly at the practices of Eastern Mediterranean, formed by the oldest Martinos brother Thanassis in the early 1990’s, with a core of 15 vessels, mainly bulk carriers. 

Like other Greek owners, Eastern Med has been actively renewing its fleet during market dips and has emerged as a powerful market presence. Its fleet of 33 vessels includes 15 modern and environmentally friendly tankers (average age under 9 years) and 18 bulk carriers (average age around 13 years). 

The vessels, aggregating 2.6 Million dwt. (with seagoing staff of 1200), cover the size ranges from Handy up to VLCCs and Capes, are trading worldwide. 

SUBHEAD

Information intensive culture

Nikos Kripotos, Eastern Med’s Technical Superintendent, explained the important role that SafeNet plays in the company’s information intensive culture. 

The company utilizes the SafeNet Maintenance-Repair, Purchasing-Inventory, and Crewing-Payroll modules. They have the system installed in a multi-user environment in the main office and on seven vessels, with a commitment to have it installed throughout the fleet over the next two years. 

A ‘Crew Agent’ module has also been installed in their exclusive manning office in Manila, through which ship staff data and scheduling is managed, and then replicated to the main office via Internet email. 

In our discussions, Mr. Kripotos emphasized the importance of “…better control of spares inventory, centralized data availability to all office personnel, including for crew experience, and real-time updates <from vessel to office> of ship requisitions, onboard maintenance activities and Payroll data.” 

These tie in with the company philosophy of always having sufficient spares available (particularly of critical items), operating at high levels of maintenance, and ensuring that machinery is serviced at prescribed intervals. 
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Reduction in forms

Eastern Med also points out to reductions in forms and physical documents, noting that “… a significant reduction in paperwork going to/from the vessels has been experienced, since with the system various documents have been rendered obsolete, having been replaced by equivalent electronic forms.” 

A very human dynamic is also at work here, as Eastern Med uses the NS Crewing module to match the experience and track records of its key officers with particular vessels, equipment and systems onboard. 

Better information control has given empowerment to the staff in other ways; the folks on the vessels can monitor the progress of requisitions after they have left the vessels, while shore side technical and management personnel “…have a good picture at any point in time of the vessel’s maintenance status and outstanding works.” 
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Wordprocessing onboard

Aboard the vessels, apart from SafeNet, Eastern Med runs a suite of word processing and worksheet programs and other utilities that assist officers in their day-to-day computer needs on a Windows operating system (either Windows 98 or Windows 2000, depending on the vessel) over Ethernet networks, with a server and client PCs (tied around a small hub). 

Communications with the main office and all third party entities, including once a day database replication through an email message, are via Inmarsat A, B and M. 

In the office, employing some 100 staff, a LAN ties together numerous PC’s to various servers. 

Onboard the Korean built (1995, at Samsung) Aframax “Athina M”, pictured during discharge operations at Trieste, the main users of the NS system are the master, chief engineer, the first officer, and the 2nd engineer. 

Mr. Kripitos, the technical superintendent, reports that “the chief engineer, Mr. D. Papadopoulos, greatly appreciates the enhanced control that the system has given him over the spares inventory.”  
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Developments at ABS-NS

ABS-NS is very excited about receiving the recent Seatrade Award for its new ChemStow package (not taken by Eastern Med since it does not operate chemical tankers). 

The award process is highly competitive, and bestows well-deserved recognition on a true industry leader. We asked Michael Johnson, an NS veteran recently appointed to the head of business and strategic development, about new modules on the horizon. 

The answer provides insights into the customer-inclusive nature of product development. Mr Johnson expects that a “Voyage Management” module, that will tie the commercial aspects of the business, made visible through reports at the home office, with the operational realities of the business, which is generated from the vessel. 

This operational information (which might be fuel consumption, or ETAs) can be transported into other applications, either over the internet or through an internal network. 

The creators of the new module recognized that workflows and processes differ slightly across companies, and enabled the new module to be customizable by each client. 

According to Mr Johnson, the idea for the module came about at a North American user group conference, and a handful of clients will help in developing its specs and in testing it, prior to a general product launch sometime later in 2002. 

This cycle is similar to the e-procurement capability that also was developed in response to client requests, and with heavy input at all steps along the way, from existing customers.

SIDEBAR: LIST OF THE MODULES

Operational & Technical        Commercial  

 Hull Maintenance    

CharterCalc (Estimates) 

 Vessel Drawings    

CharterCalc (Actuals) 

 Maintenance & Repair   
LayTime 

 Purchasing & Inventory    
CharterClaim 

 Financial Planning    

ShipInvest 

Regulatory Compliance
Administration 

ISM/STCW Compliance    
Crew Management 

Document Management    
Crew Payroll 

       



Replication Manager







