Fuji Trading OnAir onboard 500 vessels
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Maritime supplier Fuji Trading reports that it has now supplied the OnAir ship-shore ship-shore messaging system to over 500 vessels. Customers include Mitsui OSK Lines, Libera Cooperation and Shinwa Marine in Japan. OnAir was developed by Canadian company Telesis North (www.telesis.ca).

Fuji began selling OnAir about three years ago in a bid to broaden its service offering to the maritime industry, from just food and spare parts. It officially launched the product at the International Marine Purchasing Association (IMPA) conference in London early September this year. 
OnAir includes error correction, compression and full duplex (two-way communications). Fuji claims that OnAir is the cheapest messaging service available, with messages compressed as far as possible and making most efficient use of the expensive ship-shore communications link. 

 It runs behind Microsoft Outlook. The Microsoft Outlook link is an important selling point of OnAir, Mr McPhail says. “The ships crew might well not speak good English, but they know how to use Outlook,” he says. “They don’t have to learn a completely new program. Anyone who can type an e-mail and press the send button can use OnAir.” 

Fuji has been successful in separating the sales of OnAir as a software tool to its ship supply business. “If a MOL vessel comes into Rotterdam, they order all the supplies from a competitor,” he comments. “They’ve got OnAir but they don’t have to use Fuji.. we’re happy that MOL uses another company, its fair. They use who they want to use.” 

There are of course confidentiality issues, convincing rival ship chandlers that Fuji will not gain access to their order information, even if the orders have been transmitted over the OnAir system. “We’re not allowed into the office to touch the server in Yokohama,” he says. 

SUBHEAD

Marine Purchasing System

Fuji has its own e-purchasing system, dubbed Marine Purchasing System (MPS), which provides access to Fuji supplies and to other suppliers, via EDI (electronic data interchange). It was put together by Fuji’s dedicated IT department in Japan. 
Fuji produces an electronic catalogue of ship supplies on a CD-ROM, which is posted to the vessel. Like a conventional website shopping basket purchase system, seafarers can decide what they want to buy and compile an order. 

Because the catalogue is physically posted onto the vessel as a CD-ROM, so there is no download of data heavy graphics across the expensive ship-shore link.

The order compiled on the vessel is distributed to shore over OnAir (or whichever communications system the vessel is using), and from there can be distributed to whichever supplier the shipping company chooses (not necessarily Fuji). 

The CD-ROM is sold for £130 each. “We sell 3,000 to 4,000 CD-ROMs a year,” says Mr McPhail. “Its definitely the standard recognised on the marine stores side.

The programming of the CD-ROM is handled from Fuji’s offices in Japan. 

The CD-ROM is updated every few years, but since the demands for supplies onboard vessels do not change very much, it is fine to use an outdated CD-ROM. 

“Once you’ve bought it, then you’ve got it forever,” he comments. “We’re in the third edition now, but many ships are still using the first edition, because it’s still valid. The ordering codes remain the same.” 

SUBHEAD

Website order tracking

Another Fuji Trading has launched FINe (Fuji Information Net) in September 2000, a web-based service providing information about orders placed with Fuji, linking to Fuji’s back office system. 

The service provides various different order information, including order status, shipment reading information, shipped record, order record and inquiry record. Customers can follow orders from the point they were taken to when they are shipped. The system also links to some of the freight forwarders Fuji works with. An updated version of FINe will be released in Autumn 2001. 

SUBHEAD

About Fuji

Fuji Trading is one of the world’s largest ship suppliers, with premises in Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Netherlands and the UK. 

Fuji Trading Japan provides 24 hour technical support for all ships, communicating by e-mail, fax and telephone in English and Japanese. It has technical staff and representatives available in ports around the world, but says that 99 per cent of problems can be solved by online support from Japan. 

Part of its ambition in providing these electronic tools is to improve the image of the ship chandler, which has been, Mr McPhail says, that of “making a lot of money and charging high prices. We want to tell customers, we’re here to help them save money and offer them a complete package,” he comments. 

Fuji hopes that these business practises will lead to much stronger customer loyalty. “If we can help them save money, then they’re going to help us by giving us some business,” he says. 

“We work together to help each other and make it into a partnership. The shipping companies are looking for us to work more together with them. And we’d rather have one year of orders rather than two or three orders.”

SUBHEAD

Integration with other companies 

Fuji’s attitude to the e-commerce ship supply companies is that it is happy to integrate with them if its customers ask it to. “We’re kind of watching what’s happening with the portals; we’re not certain its going to be successful,” he says. “But for their sake, I hope it is. They’ve put a lot of time and money into it.” 

It is currently working on integrating with ShipServ, Seavantage and Setfair, says Mr McPhail. “We find them to be the most professional, with more vision than the other companies,” he says. Fuji Japan is working with Arena in Hong Kong, the e-commerce company used by Wallem Shipmanagement. 

Fuji has put deals together to license its part numbering system and supplies catalogue to e-commerce companies; the system is also the official IMPA catalogue, although Fuji still controls it. 

The company has also integrated with a number of customers directly, including Shell, with no intermediary involved. “That’s because we’ve got a very good relationship with Shell,” comments Mr McPhail. 

“We’ve achieved what e-procurement is trying to achieve but we’ve done it ourselves,” he says. “There’s no intermediary to pay subscription fees to.” 

“We have already started an EDI solution with one of the leading ship management companies through one of the portals,” comments Yuzo Koikey from Fuji in Japan. “[However] We are more positive to work with our customers directly with EDI rather than working with different formats with different portals, honestly,” he says. 

