Mercator delivers online tools for port communities
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The Ports of Rotterdam and Barcelona are being implemented with online information systems to keep the shore-side up to date 

As internet technologies are becoming more reliable and stable, IT service provider Mercator has developed solutions for ship agents and other members of the port community. Digital Ship has repeatedly written about integration of sytems within shipping companies, but ports have the same, if not even more reason, to implement web-based information systems.

The Port of Rotterdam, for instance, which, according to Mercator, “is moving from a beaurocratic institution to a commercial enterprise,” decided it wanted a web-based model instead of a client server application as the latter was deemed too expensive.

WebJonas is a web-based central hub through which shipping agents from around the world register their vessels in the Port of Rotterdam. The Mercator Integration Broker provides EDI (and in future XML) integration, enabling data from the web front-end to flow straight to back-end systems concerned with the guidance, regulation, and safety of vessels in the harbor.


The solution handles messages detailing electronic notifications of arrival, International Forwarding Transportation of Dangerous Goods Notification (IFTDGN), and declarations to port. 

Peter Hoogenhuijzen, head of system development ICT, Port of Rotterdam, said when the port chose WebJonas, "using only a fraction of Mercator's capabilities for the critical job of feeding information to our traffic management and monitoring systems, it is clear that Mercator is a robust and flexible integration solution. We hope to expand our use of Mercator to take advantage of its full strength and maintain our competitive edge"


In effect, Mercator is basically providing the user interface and the back-end integration with the central computing system.

It draws data from GPS, transforms the info and puts it online for authorised members of the port community to access it. 

One extension tries to eliminate the need for people to wait for a container ship to come in. The system can forward a notice from the trucker to the terminal to use time more efficiently.

Mercator is providing not more and not less a routing hub for information which concerns port processes. It is also trying to integrate customs processes, although this is a more complex issue. It is going slowly, but work should start soon on it.

Mercator says, “a web-based system is what they all want. Therefore, integration is needed.” The Port of Barcelona is the latest customer to implement Mercator’s system. According to the company, it is going to be even more advanced than the one in Rotterdam.

Port of Barcelona

In detail, Mercator will provide its Data Exchange Solution to the port. It will function as integration platform for its port logistics system. During 2001, the Port of Barcelona handled close to 32 million tons of traffic, more than 1,400,000 containers, and 1,440,000 passengers. The new system will enable the port authority to automate the flow of information relating to harbour traffic.
The Data Exchange Solution provides EDI and XML integration, allowing customs, consignees, and port operators to access a central hub managed by PortIC.  PortIC is a consortium of businesses from the port community that works together to define the technology strategy for the port.  

As the integration platform for the logistics hub, Mercator will enable the port to process significant volumes of messages associated with the movement of ships in and out of the harbour.

Javier Gallardo, Technology Director at PortIC, commented: “Using the Mercator Data Exchange Solution as our integration platform has enabled us to create a central hub through which to manage all of the port’s logistics.  A determining factor in the selection of Mercator was its ability to handle any message format required by any member of the port community.”

Web-based future?

To Mercator, the web is another channel, “a convenient tool” to use for the transformation and routing of information across a community.

In effect, “we put a wrapper around systems, so they all look alike and can communicate,” says the company. The ships themselves are, of course, relevant, but do not have a part in the systems provided by Mercator.

The solutions provided by the company are pretty much off-the shelf products. Projects such as WebJonas, so Mercator, will soon take off and be implemented all over the world as ever more ships are calling at the ports. 

Turn-around times become shorter, “which means that ports can either physically grow (which is often difficult) or automate processes which then become more effective and efficient.”

Mercator also predicts that the service level at port-side has to and will rise. As the Asian-Pacific world is moving much faster at this respect, Europe needs to find solutions to keep pace.

Despite the focus on port-based sytems, Mercator is also looking at solutions to support the relationship between shipping operators and their agents. At a past Digital Ship conference, ship operators have complained about a lack of solutions which enable a smoother processing of information and transactions going back and forth.

