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In “What’s Wrong With the World”, G. K. Chesterton wrote, “The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult; and left untried”. 

The same might be said for the process of integrating the container shipping community, the theme of the Virtual Box conference held in Hamburg last month. 

This is not to say that the providers of e-business services (carriers, portals, logistics software houses and others) are not trying; they certainly are. But it is clear that this work has yet to make a significant impact on the way the industry works today. 

This reality was most eloquently expressed by a rhetorical question from the floor, “When should we go to our company Boards and tell them we lied about the uptake of e-business services?”

The rewards of successful integration, though, were on view. Candice Kline of showed how Optimum Logistics’ middleware, Translink, was allowing the straight-through processing of shipping data between the SAP ERP system of Lyondell and the operations systems of its carrier, Stolt. 

This provides high levels of automation in booking, documentation and tracking and corresponding gains in productivity and accuracy. 

In the operations arena, LINE’s PARIS 2 central dispatch system uses shared information on road haulage plans to optimise the day to day movements of trucks and boxes among a group of carriers, starting to attack the 40% of moves that are currently made empty. 28% savings are achievable. 

As Tom Wright of Trade Ship pointed out, the sharing of information required to reap these rewards is getting easier and less expensive: dial up internet access is being replaced by broadband; mobile access to data is becoming increasingly common and traditional EDI will be progressively replaced by cheaper and more flexible ways of data sharing. 

Tools to facilitate integration are also now widely available as Ernst Scheel of Mercator explained. He says that the hard work lies not in the technology but in designing the right new business processes and understanding what legacy systems can really do.

Perhaps this goes some way to explain why e-business uptake is slow. Redesigning business processes is hard work and involves managing change; this takes time. This view is supported by the experience of CargoSmart who are seeing rapid adoption in Russia and much slower progress in Western Europe. Clearly when you start from scratch, you can move more quickly to new processes and systems. 

Adoption isn’t helped either by the sometimes confusing messages put out by service providers. Comparing container shipping unfavourably with airfreight, a.hartrodt’s Will van der Schalk cited carriers promoting their own sites against the portals of which they are members and bemoaned the lack of integration between the portals themselves. 

All this means that, for the moment, the customer still has to cope with multiple interfaces if he wants to stay flexible on carrier choice. 

This position is not really surprising. The truth is that the development of e-business has hardly started; three years is nothing in an industry that is centuries old. There are advantages too in the current rather chaotic state of affairs, most notably competition, which will keep driving innovation and, in the end greater value to customers. 

Looking ahead, there are more questions than answers: will there be inter-portal integration? Will there be a single data repository for all container operations data? Will new web services technology create much more flexible answers to all these problems? Better come to the Virtual Box next September to find out.

