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MAIN HEAD

Shipping e-business: looks like progress

DECK HEAD 

Though there is a lot of educational work to be done from the side of e-business providers to the maritime industry, attitudes are gradually changing, as Yana Lenzner observes 

BODY

Something is different, as I have realised at recent conferences that had one particular topic in common: the adoption of electronic business tools. 

Remember the scepticism of the past couple of years, the burst of the dot.com bubble? E-business, so it seems, has become part of the day-to-day activities in the maritime industry. Supply chain processes, in particular, seem to benefit from technologies such as XML, which has become the preferred tool of the various providers.

People have accepted the overall concept of electronic commerce, that’s certain. Whether this is for cargo booking, settlement or maintenance processes, the shipping community is generally interested in solutions that can help save time and money.

What needs to happen now is the eradication of problems, which are of both a political and technical nature. There is no such thing as a perfect system, but in order to build reliable tools and create truly seamless interfaces, i.e. to connect all involved parties with one another, it takes more than a flash round of venture capital.

SUBHEAD

Go Cargo Go

We’ve all heard the stories and we all seem to know the figures, which have gone down the drain. Just to remind you of a couple that were gonna “revolutionise” the way business is done: Setfair, GoCargo, LevelSeas (the latter one must have slipped in here).

With the exception of a small few, there is not much space for inflated egos in this business. And many, who have tried to patronise the industry into using their systems, must have learned their lessons by now. 

Learning one’s lesson is part of the growing-up process and while there is no reason why one shouldn’t keep an easy-going, unconventional approach to matters, an industry such as shipping is not likely to fall for the appeal of a BMW-driving, Rolex-wearing, slick-styled business graduate who promises fast returns on technology spendings. 

As in personal relationships, it might be easy to succumb to a flash appearance at first, but on the long-term, what matters is substance, and those members of the e-business community who set out to deliver useful tools rather than making the quick buck are most certainly still around.

Admittedly, they had to change their business plans too, in order to adapt to the slow and sceptical response from the industry, but flexibility is essential in nowadays fast-living world.

SUBHEAD

Where now?

What is left now is a healthy mixture of high aspiration and, indeed, a good portion of idealism. But the business as a whole has matured. Conferences have seen interesting and important debates on topics concerning both technical and operational issues. 

The providers of technology are learning how the maritime industry works and what it wants: simple tools that can be used to connect existing systems (where possible), rather than another complex system to replace the previous one.

So, what is it that the e-business community needs not only to succeed for now but to stay for good? It needs to take care of education, as many are still not aware that the internet is indeed a great and useful tool to share information and yes, dare I say it, trade through it.

It also needs to gather in consortia to set standards, for once look beyond competitive aspects and find the best suitable technology solutions and agree on regulatory issues for the benefit of the industry as a whole.

And for those who are still out there mucking about with dodgy concepts, Just grow up and deliver what you promise. Or better, don’t promise, just deliver. 
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