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Letter from Hong Kong

DECK HEAD

Hong Kong is leading the world with maritime information technology. Paul Barrett reports on some of the technical advances 

BODY

When I was growing up in the UK in the 1970s, a sticker on a product labeled “Made in Hong Kong” really meant, “Bound to go wrong”. Most of the clothes, toys and useless gizmos tore, broke or stopped whirring and bleeping within seconds. 

This perception is a world away from the post-millennium, post-handover Hong Kong. 

Today, you have to get your pound-store produce across the border in Shenzhen (mainland China) whereas Hong Kong is a world-class city and maritime center with its Gotham City-like skyscrapers monuments to its transition to a service-based economy. Moreover, the adoption and development of technology is gathering pace, nowhere more so than within Hong Kong’s shipping community.

In ship management, for example, Hong Kong’s major players are all blazing a technological trail. Patrick Slesinger, Wallem’s director and chief information officer, deserves a great deal of credit for the company’s status at the top of the technology tree. Last year it launched a unique Internet-based vessel report tool (VRT), which allows reports about vessels to be hosted on the internet, and has also produced a three-dimensional vessel visualisation program, a by-product of this. 

To make this tool, plans of the Wallem fleet were scanned, cleaned up and taken back into a CAD (computer aided design) package, allowing for the overlay of safety plans with the vessel’s docking plan, for example. So having made a two-dimensional rendering, it was fairly easy to create a 3-D model you can “virtually” walk around. A number of people can interact via the internet within the same model. This is a valuable aid to process simulation, training and SCTW ’95 simulation. 

Wallem is also committed to environmental protection. Its endorsement of the UltraStrip, robotic hydroblasting system is indicative of this. The aim of UltraStrip, which was developed with the aid of NASA (North American Space Agency), the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, the National Robotics Institute and endorsed by the late scuba diving pioneering and ocean environmentalist Jacques Cousteau’s son Jean-Michel, is to make environmentally damaging forms of paint stripping – such as grit blasting – obsolete. But the real clincher is that the UltraStrip system is up to 10 times quicker than conventional forms of paint blasting.

SUBHEAD

Fleet Management

Another noteworthy shipmanager is Fleet Management, the subsidiary of Singapore-listed/Hong Kong-based commodities trader Noble. Fleet spectacularly embraced the digital age a couple of years ago when it daubed the world’s largest internet URL on the side of its ship the “E-Trader”. However, the company is fast becoming known for more than gimmicks. It launched its website, www.fleetship.com, in April 2001, to provide information about the vessels in the fleet.

Managing director Kishore Rajvanshy explains that the site, which was designed and built by the same in-house team that designed Noble’s Rawmart, has some innovative features. These include a real time digital map detailing the position of all Fleet’s vessels throughout the world. You can also select an individual vessel and system will show its trading route as well as an overview of the entire vessel. This includes details on surveys, which is based on a traffic-light system, with a green light when it is 60 days until the next survey is due, yellow for 30 days and red when a survey is overdue.

Other advanced facilities include a search engine that enables users to pinpoint any information throughout the whole site. This might include vessel types, port calls, cargoes and crew providing details of name, nationality, rank and so on.

Moreover, Fleet introduced three new modules this year. First, is a real-time inspection report tool and downloadable certificates and surveys. Second is the provision of detailed information on crew including certificate details, past experience and passport particulars. 

Thirdly, Fleet has uploaded financial data to the site. This includes accounting reports, manager’s statement plus copies of all vouchers as well as budget variance reports. Quality data will be the next upload and will include a record all incidents, near misses and so on. All of this data is secure and only available to authorised parties. 
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Seafarer training

Another ship manager showing the way on the technology front is Anglo-Eastern Ship Management (AESM). On the back-office side, the company has been putting much of its efforts into integrating Denholm’s systems with Anglo-Eastern systems since the merger of both companies last year. 

But perhaps of greater interest are the advances Anglo-Eastern is making in seafarer training. The company last year opened a training facility in Mumbai and in January added a full mission engine room simulator. AESM’s safety and quality assurance director Captain Pradeep Chawla says the facility compares with any currently available anywhere else in the world. 

Systems of similar quality made by the likes of Transas cost around $1 million, the company says; Anglo-Eastern understandably wanted something “more affordable”, says Capt Chawla. Its latest simulator was produced by Indian company ARI and cost considerably less than $1m dollars.

The simulator is a high-fidelity version of the MAN B&W 6S60MC 6 cylinder, 2 stroke, reversible marine diesel engine that is directly coupled to a fixed pitch propeller. Manual, semi-automatic and automatic control of machinery, subsystems and systems is possible, enabling efficient training at watchkeeping, operational and management levels – as per STCW ’95 requirements.

Anglo-Eastern has also installed a state-of-the-art STCW ‘95 compliant Transas Navigation simulator with a five-channel visualisation and 180-degree bridge view. Each screen is seven by five feet. The bridge configuration has all navigational controls, including radar displays, ECDIS, vessel controls, navigational sensors, and so on. Then, related visualisation and sound effects are linked to and combined with the measurements taken from these instruments, to create a realistic, professional simulated environment.
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CargoSmart

Elsewhere, container portal CargoSmart, the company backed by Hong Kong’s national carrier Orient Overseas Container Line (OOCL), is showing itself to be a force to reckoned with. CargoSmart’s critics – primarily the multi-carrier alliances that are backing the GT Nexus and Inttra offerings – dismissed the portal as a mere proprietorial system, but it is on the way to completing a quarter of a million customer shipments – more than GTN and Inttra.

Based on OOCL’s IRIS-2 back-office system, CargoSmart is keen to stress that it is far removed from being an OOCL system. Indeed, around 10% of carrier shipments are non-OOCL traffic. Major clients are China’s largest carrier Cosco and there are hopes that MISC will also follow.
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LINE

While Hutchison Port Holdings’ Logistics Information Network Enterprise (LINE) pioneered e-procurement services with Wallem, its suite of supply chain services are the ones currently making most waves. The Order Visibility Application (OVA) has been developed closely with sports shoe giant Reebok and was officially launched in February. The internet-based OVA facilitates the linking of manufacturers, logistics providers and others through what line calls a “logistics e-hub”.

LINE and Reebok are currently working on linking all the latter’s footwear and apparel manufacturers, logistics providers and other partners, through the logistics e-hub. The cost savings to Reebok will be significant, resulting directly from a more efficient global supply chain.

A future objective is that the system will be utilised by other multinational footwear and apparel manufacturers.
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iShipExchange

As the maritime e-procurement market matures, Hong Kong’s iShipExchange should also be well-placed to take advantage. The company recently completed integration of its service with Version 6 of Oslo-based ShipNet’s accounting/procurement software.

Chief executive Linda Ho McAfee says that Hong Kong and Asia in general are playing a successful game of catch-up with their European counterparts. “Moreover,” she says, e-procurement providers are increasingly gaining the support of various levels of operational management as they become switched on to bottom line benefits and efficiency gains systems such as iShipExchange provide.
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Vessel traffic systems

Casualties are rare in waters in and near Hong Kong – although there were two within the space of two days in March. But Hong Kong’s Marine Department has taken a lead in the prevention of accidents by upgrading the Vessel Traffic Centre (VTC) and Maritime Rescue Co-ordination Centre (MRCC). 

In addition to the radar and VHF direction finders, the new vessel traffic services system has automatic identification system receivers and CCTV to identify vessels. The system allows for the simultaneous tracking of 4,000 moving and 1,000 stationary objects, with all traffic information displayed in electronic chart form.

There is much to be positive about in Hong Kong with, as we can see, a number of companies providing world-class solutions and services. And with the China market opening up, the special administrative region will increasingly play a role as the technological gateway to the mainland.

Paul Barrett can be contacted at pmab@onebb.com

