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Shipbroking software

DECK HEAD

Is there are need for specialist software for shipbroking, or is Microsoft Office up to the job?

BODY 

There is no need to buy specialist shipbroking software if your Microsoft Excel is doing the job. If all you need to communicate with your partners and clients is MS Outlook, why should you invest in a messaging system such as Strategic’s, or even start using a platform such as AXS Marine or LevelSeas?

These considerations are reasonable. In fact, most calculations and communications in shipbroking can be administered by MS tools. Whether or not this is practical is another issue.
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The Kulukundis perspective

Johnny Kulukundis, formerly in charge of IT with tanker broker Charles R Weber, says he can understand that people might be tempted to regard Outlook as a convenient solution. It is an off-the shelf product and comparably cheap. 

Yet, for larger businesses it is not complex enough to integrate into the operation structure which aims to connect the various branches of large offices, clients and partner companies.

Small brokers may well be able to cope with it, says Mr Kulukundis, he does not see Outlook as „the answer“ to the industry’s specific requirements. 

Despite the failure of many (if not all) of recent efforts to move shipbroking online, the internet might actually provide a good channel to do business. Telex, fax and even the telephone may become redundant after all, or at least that’s what they wanted us to believe.

Mr Kulukundis says that they are vital back-up channels to keep operations running when the internet connection breaks. He says it would be a mistake to rely too heavily on web-based technology, as they have proved fallible more than once in the past. 
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Burmester and Vogel

Wieland Burmester of Burmester and Vogel (B&V), a shipbroking software developer based in Hamburg, agrees. He says, “internet-based projects haven’t proved very successful, so it might be back to the roots for shipbroking technology.”

His company has been in business for almost 20 years. Both founders have a background in electrotechnics rather than shipping, but as one of their first customers was large German charterer A C Töpfer, it was only a matter of time until word-of-mouth promotion got them to where they are now, with over 500 customers in 70 countries.

B&V’s main product is Voyage Estimation. As every other software provider, Mr Burmester claims to be have designed it extremely user-friendly, even more than others. 

B&V is so confident about this that they offer a free 30-day trial without any commitment to everyone who is interested. Most of the users who try it buy a license afterwards, Mr Burmester says. “All we need to know in advance is which requirements the customer has.”

“Our biggest competitor is an American company headed by a man called Gates,” says Mr Burmester with a boyish smile. Microsoft Excel, is in fact a useful application to carry out calculation tasks. Yet, about half of B&V’s current customers have turned away from it and use a more specialist software now. After all, it has is been tailored to the needs of the shipping industry. 

Perhaps, Microsoft is too big - or is it the shipping industry that is too small – to attend to the specific requirements of an industry. Customisation is not one of the advantages Microsoft products are know for. 

B&V seems to do a good job, on the other hand. Its customers are either brokers, ship operators or charterers. They use various modules of the software according to what they need to do. Voyage Estimation is available in two versions, for tankers and dry bulk.

The Voyage Estimation application integrates with the BP distance table and features the usual results per day, TC equivalent and the break-even freight rate. It allows comparrison across various voyages. The actual and results module enables bunker planning and monitoring of the voyage and comparing of actuals / results with the prior estimation.

The newest development within the Laytime Calculator enables the user to receive the statement of facts directly from the port agent without retyping into their calculations. This saves even more time. 
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Web-based future?

Mr Burmester says, “the internet is a fantastic tool to gather information. Yet, its speed and structure is not mature enough to create user-friendly applications. It is rather difficult to get a specific result out of a lot of information.”

“The PC was introduced to comply with the need to keep information local and easy to access.  information is supposed be more transparent, it is being made public, and even with encryption, there is the possibility to access this data. Security measures would have to be enforced.

He continues, “there was an incredible boom of e-business ventures, almost each week we were approached by one of those new players trying to get us to integrate with their platforms. We we were gonna wait and see how the situation would develop. In fact, now there is hardly anyone left and we are glad to not have rushed into collaborations.”

Currently, B&V is rather reluctant to move into web-based applications, but it uses the internet to exchange information, enabling attachments to be sent from one system to another as they are needed among clients and partners. 

With MAPI compliant systems, such as MS Outlook and Exchange, Lotus Notes this can all be done very easily. The statement of fact, for instance, can be sent directly out of the running software. The attachment is sent to the addressee and opens itself in the laytime calculator. 

So what do you need an online platform for? 

“Looking into the future is tricky,” says Mr Burmester. “I would never say never in regards to web-based technologies, but at the moment I can’t see that it will happen in the near future. It all depends on the needs and wishes of our customers.

“In fact, some of our larger customers got into the whole e-business frenzy, but they have now come back to us to buy more licenses. They realised it is too early to rely on the internet. They stick with what works reliably.

“Shipping is such a specialist field, you have to understand the requirements. Of course, our products are standardised to a certain extend, but the user can configure the systems. They can create templates and configurations that comply with their specific needs.”

Is it possible that software giant Microsoft would not be able to handle and understand an industry such as shipping? We hardly do sometimes.

