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Integrating the new maritime generation
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The maritime industry is great at human integration, why is it so bad at data integration, asks Johnny Kulukundis
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Some maritime social integration at the Inmarsat Posidonia party
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Last month saw Greece host the largest human social shipping integration of the year: Posidonia 2002, the bi-annual all-singing, all-dancing shipping conference, trade show, data sharing experience, cocktail fest and pool party. 

While I couldn’t make it this year, due to certain unresolved issues with the management of the Astir Palace, stemming from Posidonia 2000 and the replacement costs of a television, a mini bar refrigerator and several pieces of bedroom furniture, I have in the past been party to quite a lot of maritime human integration. 

Maritime integration, that’s social data sharing of disparate elements of the shipping community who provide complementary functionality to each other in order to enable the smooth information flow of a seabourne transportation enterprise. 

And it’s cocktails, dinners, conferences and golf outings. You name it.

The maritime business offers a multitude of locations and activities for human interaction and data transfer. Enabling improved communication, inter-company relationship development and better process integration. Not to mention a jolly good evening out and some very creative expense reporting.

Seamless integration between varying facets of our business does by it’s very nature promote savings. Savings in time, money, communications and error prevention. 
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Shipbroking

Take a ship brokerage for example. Each broker integrates with his or her co-brokers within the own shop and across the broker community. They also integrate with charterers and traders, ship owners and owners representatives. 

This integration is based on communication, personal relationships, and trust. The information flow across these integrations is almost seamless. 

These integrated systems are developed over time, through close personal contact and, more often than not, “humanising” of some sort or another at various maritime events. 

Though whether one can “humanise” with certain members of the shipping community is a matter of some debate.

If we take the same shipbrokers internal digital information flow, information flows dynamically from the individual internally across (ideally) a totally integrated internal network. 

Seamless internal integration enables this. Some of this information then flows to their external co-brokers, charterers or owners, this is usually via telex, fax, e-mail or one of the many instant messenger systems, but in essence it has moved from dynamic to static. 

While the contents of an e-mail or attached file can much more easily be integrated into the recipients’ dynamic systems, it does involve certain integration issues. Much like the basis of shipping’s human integrations, the two parties have to be able to communicate on a common platform, whether it’s language, code or semaphore.

Where shipping’s strength has always been in human integration, it’s secrecy and technology fears have hampered the collaboration on issues of data systems integration. 

“Sure I’ll have a drink with you, maybe three or four, yes we’ll exchange privileged information and develop mutually beneficial business opportunities. We may even resolve some outstanding issues or problems we are having with regard to existing business. 

“But there is no way that I shall allow information pertinent to both sides of our business to co- mingle using computers….it’s unsafe, new fangled and downright unsanitary!”
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Obstacles to human integration

Lets have a look at those revolutionary notions: Integrating your fleet of ships into your office LAN; integrating a broker’s back office accounting with owners and charterers accounting departments;

integrating operations departments with owners and charterers operations departments; connecting ship brokers databases to their charterers and owners; linking owners purchasing departments with suppliers. What are you thinking?

Some or all of these ideas are either under development or already in existence and while some have been seized upon by forward thinking shipping types. 

Others have been fought tooth and nail. Quite how these integration solutions work, or who the companies that have developed them are, is a matter for other pages of this publication. 

Though what all of them face in varying intensities is a problem with human integration. This totally unforeseen glass wall is entirely one of perception and politics. 

It has been played out in the press and at conferences over the last few years and is still fiercely debated in certain sectors. 

We’ve come a long way since the heady days of 1999 and have some great new tools for our business, but the really big ones, the “change agents” of maritime system integration are still fighting the problems of human integration. 

None of that touchy feely Field of Dreams sentiment “If you build it they will come” here. It’s more like “If you build it they will come after you like a pack of rabid dogs.”

I’m not talking about the multitude of maritime get rich quick dot coms that have surfaced and sunk or are presently bailing at high speed. I’m referring to the well conceived very cool “change agents” that help integrate the mutitude of processes that fill the days and sometimes nights of the maritime masses. 
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Fear 

If it seems hard to code and develop these tools, the hardest part is the human integration of them. For an industry that is often referred to as a “way of life” rather than a profession and one that thrives on human interaction and integration, we have an innate fear of opening up and sharing when it comes to data and systems. Which to my mind is a great misfortune. 

I believe that the more we can integrate and streamline our systems the more time we can spend on human integration, which is a lot more beneficial to business relationships, new business development and let’s face it, a lot more fun. Fancy another? 

