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Kelvin Hughes revamps

WITH CHANGES

DECK HEAD

UK maritime electronics company Kelvin Hughes has undergone a revamp into a more competitive business structure

BODY

UK maritime electronics house Kelvin Hughes, possibly best known for its bridge systems, radars and chart supply, has emerged from a complete restructuring, stripping away the old company wide engineering and sales divisions to split the company up in terms of which customers it is making products for.

We now have separate business divisions of charts and maritime supplies, supplies to naval ships and supplies to commercial ships.

Along with the business restructuring, significant changes have been made to the working areas of the company's main facility at Hainault, London, to reduce inventory being stored and improve response times to customers. The new structure should help create working atmospheres which, the company hopes, will help employees give their best work.

The work has been going on during the last year. “Over Christmas, we carried out an intensive analysis and literally tore the company to bits and rebuilt it,” comments Ron Nailer, Kelvin Hughes managing director.

Mr Nailer made the decision to break up the old engineering division into separate divisions serving each customer sector, he says, one morning at 3am. “I decided there was one further step we needed to take”, he says.

The revamped company will be able to market its products much more effectively, he said, as a market orientated rather than engineering orientated organisation.

“The company has always had good knowledge of its market requirements,” he said. “But we haven't made best use of the information. We've always been technology based.”

“What we cannot do is just say, Kelvin Hughes is the best, we've actually got to prove it,” he said.
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Smiths Aerospace part of Smiths Group

One of the most interesting aspects of Kelvin Hughes involves its parent company, Smiths Industries, which is a major manufacturer of systems for aviation, including navigation equipment, flight control systems, control systems and crew information systems.

The maritime industry is often criticised for not learning from the aviation industry, which has very similar demands to shipping in terms of equipment to navigate and control the aeroplane, and in many cases is far advanced of shipping and has been through many of the same problems already.

Through this link, Kelvin Hughes has easy access to expertise at the forefront of aviation electronics, which it can apply to maritime purposes. One example of a technology adopted in this way is the crash survival module of the Kelvin Hughes maritime voyage data recorder, a product originally developed by Smiths for aviation use.

If the capsule can survive falling 30,000 feet from a burning plane, it is quite likely to be able to survive a burning, sinking ship.
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Equipment and data

Kelvin Hughes takes an unusual place in the maritime electronics world, supplying both data, in the form of charts and publications, and electronic systems.

It manufacturers some of its own equipment, particularly radar, where it is recognised as a world leader; but also much of its products are put together from components made by other manufacturers, such as the bridge systems.

The company regards this position as essential to keep competitive. It needs to obtain parts the most cost effective way possible, in order to keep the whole business competitive, but would still like to maintain a manufacturing capability to give it the potential to produce products that cannot already be obtained from other manufacturers.

But the most unique thing about the company is its knowledge about maritime electronics, which is not something any new start up venture anywhere in the world can easily obtain.

The United Kingdom is, of course, not the cheapest place in the world to mass produce anything, because there are plenty of other countries that pay their staff less. But when it comes to expertise, the issues are different.

Maritime expertise, and specifically maritime electronics expertise, is more likely to be found in areas of the world with a long history in maritime equipment and electronics, and the UK is one of them.

The company can trace its maritime equipment business back to the early 18th century, when it sold a cabin clock to Captain Cook and a chronometer to Captain Bligh of the Bounty; in 1948 it produced the first British marine radar to gain UK ministry of transport type approval.

The company still occupies a position, it claims, as the world’s biggest supplier of nautical charts, four times larger than the next largest supplier.
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Innovative environment

A main thrust behind the reorganisation is creating a working environment for staff that is conducive to innovative thinking, which will encourage them to solve problems rather than just do their job, as they believe it is defined for them by management, a real old school to new school management change.

There are plenty of problems that arise in maritime electronics, notably the fact that ships are increasingly fitted with products not designed for the maritime industry specifically but for land use.

The difficulty is that shipping companies need equipment that can be depended upon to last for the lifetime of the ship, or at least 20 years, whilst most similar equipment on shore, such as display screens and computers, are expected to have a shelf life of about five years.

If spares and repairs are no longer available for equipment onboard ship, that gives the shipping company and maritime supplier a headache.

With ingenuity, there are normally ways around these problems, such as spotting products likely to be under supply for many years. But it takes an innovative working environment for staff to find them.
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V.Ships Peter Cooney

Kelvin Hughes new manufacturing centre was opened by Peter Cooney, managing director of the ship management operations of V.Ships, the largest shipmanagement company in the world.

“I was reflecting on the extraordinary change in the last 40 years in shipping, considering the degree of difficulty that is involved in changing what is essentially an extraordinarily traditional business”, he said.

“On my first ship, built in 1938, every single thing on that ship was built in the UK,” he said. “The whole ship was designed and constructed in the UK.”

”Today we have seen the demise of nearly all those UK businesses,” he said. “There is nearly no world class marine supplier in this country.”

Mr Cooney reflected on what Kelvin Hughes had achieved, still surviving in a business climate that is so different to how it was at the beginning of the century, and much less favourable to UK companies.

“The most important things for any maritime equipment purchasing decision,” he said, “is quality and price; but it is very hard to build something of high quality and low price.”

As an ex-seafarer, Mr Cooney understands the importance of quality, ensuring that everything and everybody onboard the ship is able to withstand the harsh demands of the maritime environment.

Quoting a recent UK survey, which found seafaring is the most dangerous profession in the UK after fishing, Mr Cooney said he believed that the new Kelvin Hughes manufacturing centre will be in an even better position to make products that increase safety onboard. “These changes will save lives,” he said.

Mr Cooney endorsed the new vision about how a maritime electronics company should operate. “Heroism alone doesn't get business in today’s market. You need to have a clear culture, vision and plans,” he said. “I'm clear that there is a vision here.”

”I have seen the business go through fundamental changes. I endorse your vision, share your quality culture and trust that your business model will take you from strength to strength.”

