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MAIN HEAD

Lotus Notes for the Shipping industry

DECK HEAD

Several big shipping companies, particularly in Scandinavia, are moving their ship shore messaging, and database, platforms onto Lotus Notes

BODY TEXT

Lotus Notes is a communications platform used by over 85 million people, for messaging and work collaboration, including, in the shipping industry, Bergesen, UECC, IUM, Solstad Shipping, and Wilson.

The main advantage of Lotus notes, its advocates say, is its ability to keep a database identical on ship and shore, implementing efficient workflow processes between ship and shore, incorporate e-mail and messaging together with database products, and the ability to work “off-line” in a database and then cross-update with a server via satellite, GSM or modem.

This cross-updating called “replication” can be managed through the normal replicator engine in Notes, were the system calls the company server, replicates changes and new documents then disconnects automatically. 

"One of the neat thing about Lotus is that it's easy for us to integrate database solutions with e-mail solutions," says Roar Vilhelmsen of Unisea, a Norwegian consultancy developing and implementing Lotus Notes based software solutions for shipping companies. 

With messaging linked closely to the database, it is easy to configure the software to send automatic e-mail alerts to specific addresses when certain parameters move outside a certain range, for example if a seafarer's health certificates are about to expire, an incident report has been assigned to you and more.

SUBHEAD

The technology you need

Using the Lotus automatic data replication engine requires a 9.6 Kb ship shore communications link, so it won’t work through mini-M or Iridium systems, but will run on Inmarsat -B, Inmarsat Fleet, GSM and VSAT. 

The other way to cross-update Notes database applications is through an e-mail replication solution which sends the cross-update through the vessel’s existing e-mail system. You will only be using Notes a front system for mail and database applications.

Both these solutions will work with most third party messaging solutions in the market today, including Rydex, Globe Wireless and Dualog 

SUBHEAD

Further benefits of Lotus

Further benefits of using Lotus is that software for standard non maritime specific applications such as incident reporting, maintenance software, crew management, QA, forms, business mail, document control and more can now be found on the Lotus Notes platform. 

It is also easy to adapt to specific business needs and there are fewer problems with viruses (most mail-virus problems are associated with Outlook and Outlook Express).

Another advantage of Lotus notes, Mr Vilhelmsen believes, is that it is much easier to configure to specific company needs than other shipping software out there in the marked today, which is quite important when every single shipping company wants their IT set up in a different way.

SUBHEAD

Case study: the crew system

Unisea and ID-Scandinavia has managed to put together some very powerful software applications which saves a great deal of time onboard, and on shore by letting the relevant, with emphasis on relevant, information flow between vessel and shore in a structured and cost efficient way. The crew control software is a typical example.

The master database onshore has a datasheet (record) for all employees. But each vessel only has the datasheet of the crewmembers actively scheduled onto that vessel. 

The crewing department on shore sets up a crew change “draft” document for planning the crew change. The system suggests the active crew, and the previous crew. 

This document can then be edited. People can be looked up by name, experience, last vessel and added to the crew change document. 

As long as the crew change document has a status other than “active”, no information is sent to the vessel even though the information is in the same database. This is called “selective replication”. Only relevant data is being exchanged between vessel and shore.

When the crewing department has the crew change document ready, it is sent to a password-protected webpage, so it can be accessed over the internet by a travel agent handling the flights.  

The travel agent can access the crew change document and open the Travel Plan and enter the travel data for each person.

When that’s done the document comes back to the crewing department for approval. When it’s approved and activated, the cross-updating formulas in the database will allow the crew change information to automatically be sent to the vessel. 

When they enter arrival and departure dates for the crew change, and assign cabins, all crew related list is automatically updated with the correct information. Lists like: IMO-POB, US crew list, telephone list, customs list, fire team, assigned muster station, cabin assignments by floor.

During a voyage a service technician could join the vessel for a few days. The crew would then register a new third-party-POB document for the technician if it were his first time onboard, and assigns him to a cabin. He will then also be added to all lists. 

Other data stored using the system include details of next of kin information, certificates, certificate expiry dates, licences, and more. The system can be configured to send automatic e-mails related to this information, for example, when the health certificates are about to expire.

SUBHEAD

Ship shore database replication

The Lotus Notes database software already has tools inbuilt for replicating databases between different locations, so that if a certain field is changed in one document onshore like a POB doc. it is only that field information that’s sent to the vessel. And it is only sent to the vessel that this person is currently boarding.

Thus the same data can reliably be perused in different locations, without the computer in one location needing to dial into the other and keep the phone link active. Data can be accessed and worked on offline.

This feature is particularly useful to ensure that the data onboard the ship is the same as the data stored on shore about that specific ship. 

Obviously it is very important to ensure that the systems are configured for minimum ship to shore data transfer; Lotus Notes without vessel-specific cross-updating of data (replication), can be expensive and costly.

But Mr Vilhelmsen asserts that it is possible to configure the system with very low data throughputs threw the use of replication rules, so that a company can make use of the workflow benefits software on this platform delivers, and still having communication costs that are acceptable.

Problem solving in a Notes database, as opposed to other database systems, can be fixed on the shore database, since it holds the same data. When the vessel then replicates, it receives the corrections done by an inspector in a Maintenance database for instance. This makes sending a whole database back and forth, through the mail system for an error correction, unnecessary. 

SUBHEAD

E-procurement

The database replication tools also put a new slant on the possibilities of e-procurement from onboard. 

Rather than sending a comma separated text file between ship and shore describing the ship's purchasing requirements, as many e-procurement systems do, the data is simply typed into the shipboard database and automatically updated in the shore database. This makes it easier for the vessel to follow the cycle of each purchase order.

All company shipboard forms can be configured in Lotus Notes, rather than the more standard Microsoft Word or Excel. The data can be entered in form templates onboard ship, to be automatically available in the databases both on ship and on shore.

Since all documents then will be in an organized database rather then on the windows file system, it makes it easier to navigate and find old reports threw the Notes search functions and automatic filing solutions.

The form templates can be configured and edited from shore. If the forms need to be changed, say if a company buys a new vessel, the company does not need to send out a CD with the new forms to the vessel; they can do on the shore database and the form change is then automatically sent to the vessels. 

Shipboard files can be categorised and refined easily; you don't have the problems with two shifts on the same vessel saving files in different locations, because the documents are organized by the database. This also means that files cannot be misplaced.

SUBHEAD

On-shore applications

Through Info Manager; a Business Mail solution from ID-Scandinavia running on Lotus Notes, a company can get control of all communication mail, SMS, voicemail, fax, and telex all integrated into one system. 

The software also delivers business mails are sent to departments rather than specific persons, which eliminates the problem with e-mails ending up in the mailbox of a person who on holiday, travelling.

ID-Scandinavia is also launching unique software for crisis management. This software integrates with Info Manager and UniSea’s incident reporting software, and gives a company structured software to manage the information demand and overload in the case of a ship going down. 

SUBHEAD

Ship superintendents 

Unisea has developed software packages and solutions for ship superintendents, enabling them to access all the data they need on their mobile computers from anywhere in the world and work on it offline.

Mr Wilhelmsen believes that there is money to be saved by setting up efficient mobile computer and cell phone solutions for superintendents. They will then be using Lotus Notes and connect directly with a company’s dial-in server and cross-update database applications and send/receive e-mails all at the same time.

Things like approving purchase orders in the purchase module, reviewing the latest to-do list for the next docking in the maintenance database, working on an incident report in the health and safety and quality modules, can the all be done offline. 

Next time the superintendent connects for mail and database synchronization his additions will be sent to shore, and in turn, then relevant information will go out to the vessel.

The solution is configured to use GSM, analogue modem and ISDN onshore, and Inmarsat -B terminals and GSM cell phones onboard for mail and database replication.

"One of the inspectors with Solstad shipping said if anyone took away his portable computer he wouldn't be able to handle anywhere near the workload, and the number of vessels he’s handling today" he says. 

SUBHEAD

What if we like Excel and Word? 

Unisea observes that many people believe that they have to make a choice between using Lotus Notes or Microsoft office. This is not true, the company asserts. Lotus Notes is a solution for managing e-mail, equivalent to Microsoft Exchange, and a platform for database applications. It is not an alternative to Microsoft Office.

Virtually all users of Lotus notes for e-mail still use Microsoft office for word processing (Microsoft Word) and data crunching (Excel). 

SUBHEAD

Offshore community

Unisea has several big offshore-supply shipping companies on its customer list. Which have the same demands for database applications and email, as other shipping branches, but typically have higher demands from they’re clients in terms of the quality of the application solutions they use.

An offshore vessel can typically have from 12 to 150 seafarers onboard, with a very high associated workload on the computer systems, for example assigning people to cabins. 

"The demands on these vessels are as high as they get," comments Mr Vilhelmsen. "This has in turn made us very aware of the need to make our applications easy to use, so that it can be implemented with a minimum of training.” 

BOX TEXT

Unisea and ID-Scandinavia’s clients include Bergesen ASA (www.bergesen.com) Tank, United European Car Carriers – UECC (www.uecc.no), Solstad Shipping (www.solstad.no), Eidesvik as (www.eidesvik.no) and Wilson Ship (www.wilsonship.no). Contact Roar Vilhelmsen on krv@unisea.no 

