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Integrating shipping software
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As shipping companies, suppliers and agents use software more and more, how can we make sure all of the software systems can talk to each other? 
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BODY

Integrating shipboard software with shipping companies and the companies they do business with is not easy. 

The capability to send data between different parts of the world is becoming cheaper, faster and more reliable. Communications are not an obstacle. The obstacles are more likely to be the technical issues of configuring different software systems to talk to each other. 

Writing integrations is very expensive. But there are also complex business issues. Is it in the interests of the software companies to write integrations? Would they rather force shipping companies to stick to a single service provider? 
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Proprietary software 

Understandably, software providers, in the maritime industry as much as elsewhere, try to protect their existence and create a stable, if not growing, stream of revenue. 

Software development is a money and time consuming business, and the cost is not recovered from selling licences alone.

In terms of product quality, it is perhaps the most challenging task to come up with an interesting concept and system architecture. A good sales strategy will do the rest. 

Yet, in order to build up and keep running a business on the basis of a single product/product family, requires more than a good sales team.

Upgrades are a very important factor in the calculation. Software providers have got two choices here, to do it like Microsoft, for instance, and keep launching “new products”, pretty much upgrades to the predecessor, yet marketed under a new name. Or you provide your upgrades for free to the customer, which will still bind them to you. 

Many of the software providers to the maritime industry, both in ship-based and shore-based systems, provide application upgrades for free. As for introducing entirely new product lines, they used to be compatible with the systems provided by the same developer only. Nowadays, agreements are made between providers to enable the integration of different applications/systems.

Looking at the providers of computer based training software, ISM compliant applications or any operational software provided to the maritime community, most of those are so-called proprietary systems. They all have a couple of common features though; they are compatible with most existing communications channels and applications.
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Open source software

One route to software development is to have many different individuals and companies working and improving the code, so-called “open source” software. 

With open PC standards, such as Linux, becoming more popular, you might wonder when this movement will start to effect the maritime software community.

But although the idea of open source application might appeal at first, there is not much that you can do to guarantee the quality of the product. Neither can you make money with it. 

Proprietary technology does not only protect the source code from outside access, it also protects a company’s existence, together with its copyright. 

Usually, you pay a sort-of “support fee” to use an open source system, but operational systems as well as specific applications are basically provided for free, developed by IT cracks, who have no (or little) interest in marketing the product commercially.

Those systems work on a trial and error basis. They are being improved (or spoilt) by their users, with both improvements and errors disseminated to a wider audience. But who, if not the users, will know where changes should be applied?

On the other hand, open source systems offer next to no support with enquiries and questions. There may be manuals and guidebooks, but there is no structured user support. As soon as such luxury is introduced, the whole concept of free IT use changes.

Although both the technology and human skill are there to enable shipping companies to develop their systems in-house; based on an open architecture, i.e. easily expandable, it might prove difficult both in terms of time and money effort to develop and properly maintain applications in-house. 
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MTML 

There have been movements to enable easier integration with shipping software. An example is Maritime Trading Mark-up Language (MTML), a common language for e-procurement software. This makes it easier to automate transfer of data from back-end systems to back-end system via an internet hub.

MTML utilises XML (extensible mark-up language) to encode specific marine trading transactions in a way that different systems can understand. 

MTML is under care of the Maritime e-Commerce Association (MeCA), whose members are both providers of software and e-business solutions as well as shipping companies. 

MeCA aims to further develop and improve the open standard. It also promotes the adoption of MTML as an industry-wide standard.

MTML is compatible with the International Marine Purchasing Association’s (IMPA) Electronic Trading Standard Format (ETSF) which was based on the UN/EDIFACT standard for electronic data interchange and has been specifically designed for electronic exchange of purchasing information in the marine industry. Like IMPA ETSF, MTML is tailored to address trading issues unique to the maritime industry. 

The decision to develop MTML was based on a review of ten alternative XML standards efforts. 

MeCA found that even in the more general standards efforts, no one had done much cross-industry work to create standards. None of the reviewed standards apparently addressed the breadth of transactions needed to fully support the marine trading process. 

The content and format of MTML messages has been kept as close as possible to IMPA ETSF. Those companies already utilizing IMPA ETSF, for instance, are able to “upgrade“ to MTML as it requires minimal rework to existing software packages, according to MeCA. 

At the moment, version 1.5 of MTML is available. It can be used to produce and accept requisitions, requests for quotes, quotations, orders and related interchanges using simple interfaces. 

Although MTML was first developed to support e-procurement procedures, a technical committee at MeCA is also working on facilitating the language for processes in e-chartering. It could, for instance, be used for the transmission of position lists, port logs, vessel messages and ship descriptions.

According to MeCA, MTML has been submitted to OASIS and other standards organizations for review, standardization, and publication. As it is an open standard, it is free for use for all participants in the marine purchasing supply chain. 
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What do we need?

Looking at the breadth of IT tools available to the maritime industry, it appears as though it simply mirrors the breadth of characters and perhaps, attitudes, which you can find here. 

As mentioned above, integration and the exchange of data is not only a technical issue - it is perfectly possible to let systems communicate – but it is a political issue, too.

Companies, both on the provider and user side, have a commercial interest in keeping control of who they communicate with. If they choose to do so, there are tools in place to easily manage this communication: via a common language, such as MTML or other non-maritime standards.

It is the belief among many IT managers across ship operators of all sizes, that if a system works, you do not throw it out to replace it with another just because your connectivity requirements change. More likely, you will try to find interfaces for internal and external processes to integrate. 

However, both integration and compatibility have become highly technical terms for those who provide and use software. Yet, both concepts, and the development of tools which facilitate those, are still very much issues of the mind. 

