MAIN HEAD

ECT Delta in Rotterdam 

ECT Delta Terminal in Rotterdam is using Navis software to manage the automated container handling equipment in the terminal

BODY

More than a decade ago, the ECT Delta Terminals in Rotterdam decided to develop and run its own automation software. 

The first operator of automated terminals now operates with automated guided vehicles (AGV) and automated stacking cranes (ASC). It is the only port to use both of these highly advanced technologies to solve staffing, i.e. time and cost issues.

The move to introduce such technologies was considered highly radical at the time. This view may have changed slightly over time, but most facilities still shy away from implementing AGVs and/or ASCs.

However, as developments drove on the legacy IT system of the Port of Rotterdam turned out to be little scalable. It couldn’t handle the growth of the facility, mainly because of physical limitations. 

Another driving factor was the cost; it is expensive, if not entirely uneconomical in some cases, to develop software systems in-house. A packaged solution was desired, but nothing suitable was on the market. 

This is where the story of Navis begins. The software development company found a good niche providing automation services. It now offers a full suite of software solutions for terminal management. It has also specialised in providing solutions for stowage of containers onboard of ships and ashore.

SUBHEAD

Navis

Navis is currently working on a system for a new container terminal in Los Angeles, a Maersk Sealand facility, which is to become the biggest container terminal in Northern America. 

The terminal will not be implementing AGVs and ASCs, but a range of other advanced technologies. It is planned to go live in August, with a commercial start in the 4th quarter of 2002.

So far, Navis’ work at the Port of Rotterdam has seen the development and implementation of a central database and internet tools to share information across the port community. Authorised parties can access relevant data about anything known to the terminal. Vitally for such a fast-moving business, the information is accessible in real-time.

In regards to the automated terminal system, Navis collaborates with a partner company, which provides the traffic rules (commands) for ASC/AGV. Other solutions, i.e. for the planning and organisation of work tasks, is developed by Navis itself. 

Navis, as a company, has existed for 14 years. Its founders were consulting a project of Ship Research involving American President Lines (APL) on computer aided planning solutions. They quickly realised that this was a viable market niche. Navis was born and started off developing graphical Apple-based programmes as off-the-shelf solutions for the liner industry.

In the meantime, Navis has developed a range of standardised products which are applicable to a range of companies. Its customers include Maersk Sealand, NYK, P&O Nedloyd, MOL, Americana Ships etc.

The liners used Navis products and services as centralised tonnage (stowage) centres where they can co-ordinate and plan tonnage across their entire fleet. Those calculations are based on vessel rotation schedules. That’s the shore-based solution.

Onboard, the system is used for tracking and tracing and to communicate data from ship to shore, even informing the terminals about details of cargo. This, of course, goes via the interface to the tonnage center. It is all about a more effective information flow, says Navis.

Navis also publisches an online ship-share library, which is accessible via the Navis website. It allows terminal operators to retrieve vessel profiles in order to plan in advance.

Navis acknowledges that the internet will be playing an increasingly important role. Now that the first hysteria is over, the web is seen as a useful tool to share information. Therefore, more and more products and services are being web-enabled.

The Navis WebAccess service, for instance, allows the port community to access data, and make advance credit card payments, even before the cargo goes to the trucker. There is also the facility to send an automatic event notification via email or pager to relevant parties. Furthermore, appointments can be booked via the system.

On a slightly different note, Navis is now looking into wireless communication as port security has become an urgent issue. The company is incorporating security measures such as electronic seals, GPS based transponders etc in its programme. Navis says that its business alliance works with best of breed companies to provide and integrate such solutions within the terminal area.

The immediate agenda is to continue to provide interfaces to already existing devices. There has been much debate about the future of data communication, and in Navis’s view, it will see end-to-end track and trace capabilities across the whole of the supply-chain.

In terms of the use of ASC and AGV, Navis predicts a increased implementation of both technologies in combination. This is likely to happen Northern Europe, but the process is a long one. Clearly, the short supply of labourers to handle the workload, shorter turn-around times and larger capacities require automation. 

