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Lifecycle management in shipping
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The concept of collaboration is not a new one. Sharing data internally and to external partners goes beyond the company extranet

When it comes to product lifecycle management in shipping, ideas spring to mind. The data that is generated in the design stages of shipbuilding would come in handy in almost every stage throughout the lifespan of a ship. But this is the far future, right?

Class, training and maintenance are only three areas in which the direct feed-in of a ship’s data would be beneficial. Standardised data, delivered electronically from the shipyard to the shipowner, could provide time and money savings.

Providers of training software could utilise the virtual 3D model of a ship, created during the design and manufacturing process for the simulation of safety procedures; class could be provided with detailed electronic information about a new ship etc. 

None of the above is being done at the moment and information is still mainly paper-based. On the shipbuilding site, though, there have been efforts to change this.

IBM and Dassault have been collaborating on PLM solutions across the consumer electronics and automotive industries, to name just two, for a while now. But according to Ed Popko, PLM shipbuilding market leader with IBM, says that shipping is one of the most important industries for his company.

In this first instance, the “critical area is the collaboration in the shipyards,” he says. After all, what IBM and Dassault demand is the collaboration between a shipyard and its suppliers. Suppliers and manufacturers, who may be in competition with each other, are sharing data among each other? Mr Popko says so.

He continues, “It was time pressure that has forced shipyards to develop. Even yards have to collaborate nowadays.” Indeed, one of the first shipbuilding customers of IBM and Dassault is the German Meyer Werft. 

The yard faced a huge number of orders, with little time to attend to the projects. Processes needed to be sped up, to be made more efficiency. According to Mr Popko, lifecycle management is the solution.

“The lifecycle of a ship starts with the first drafts, the first contracts between the ship owner and the yard,” he says. For owners to keep in touch with the works in the yard, they get access to the system, they can follow the developments. Yet, “what they want is to get to the data, they are not interested in the actual process.”

Suppliers, on the other hand, have started to realise, that at an early stage like this, “they can provide a service rather than a mere products,”  says Mr Popko, “they are establishing long-term, more predictable relationships with their customers.”

In the use of CAD/CAM technology (in this case provided by Dassault), combined with the connectivity that IBM is offering, European yards are leading the game. Asian yards are quickly catching up; they often develop their own CAD/CAM packages.

In this case, they can be integrated in the process. Product lifecycle management is “all about supporting standards for interfaces,” explains Mr Popko, “every application provided by us is able to draw data from other, third party applications. Seamless integration is possible.

“But the challenge you face is to decide at which point of your business process can you start introducing new technologies. You have to assess your data flow.

“Most owners are driven by financial aspects. They are trying to maximise their revenue productive potential at the earliest stage possible, the concept stage. Selecting suppliers is essential. They are interested in maximising the ship’s up time and minimise crew costs.

“The analysis of the vessel and the vessel parts’ behaviour is important for a pro-active, scheduled maintenance. It is crucial to calculate risks. CAD/CAM can do this nowadays. It doesn’t just capture the data, but simulates the ship’s performance in various situation,” he says.
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Maintenance

Re-using the data that derives from the ship design and manufacturing process would also support after sales supply chain management. Mark Holford of ShipServ says this is a complex issue as ships are not identical; i.e. their specifics vary.

But it starts in the design and building stages that the technical data determines which spare parts have to be ordered. The maintenance is based on that data; it directly relates to this early process in the ship’s lifecycle.

Whereas at the moment, pretty much everything that is ordered is based on information delivered in paper-based manuals that come with the ship, the future will see more electronic data used in maintenance.

ShipServ, for instance, has driven developments to provide its customers with electronic catalogues linking in directly with the purchasing software. The ISSA catalogue, plus the IMPA catalogue in the near future, and individual suppliers catalogues are available via ShipServ. 

Mr Holford says, “there is no reason why the yard shouldn’t deliver the ship with the relevant data. It could then be included in planned maintenance. It is what the ship owner wants, to have the relevant data onboard the ship.” Instead of requesting various electronic catalogues from suppliers, this data would create a ship-specific source containing details of all the ship’s parts.

“This source must be easily accessible and preferably up to date,” says Mr Holford. Having a unique database like this, with the data sitting on the ship where it is needed, would speed up the purchasing procedure even more. Frame agreements would support this, too.

“But filling in faxes and filing paper really steals time from more important tasks, for instance putting together frame contracts,” says Mr Holford. The dilemma of the industry seems to be that frame agreements are urgently needed, and preferred by both suppliers and ship operators, but there is no time to negotiate them. 

In any case, “the electronic database of the ship has to integrate with the ship-based purchasing system, and updating the information is crucial.” The latter would be the responsibility of the suppliers, who, after all, want the correct data when a quote or order is received.

ShipServ, as a provider of supply chain management (or e-procurement) tools also supports e-monitoring efforts of various suppliers of engine parts. The future could see TradeNet, ShipServ’s hub, channelling communication initiated by the supplier who is aware of the parts’ performance onboard, perhaps even before the ship becomes aware of it. But this is the future.

For the moment, ShipServ is advocating the implementation of technical standards and standardised processes. Integration is still a key issue. Talking about one shared, central database might not be the right direction, “but building standards which enable easy transfer of data, which make that data readable to different systems, is crucial,” says Mr Holford.

Having a company own database on a shore-based server (and not on the ship) is a good idea in theory, but rather uneconomical via satellite. “Offline applications will stay with us for the next five to ten years,” he says, “web-based models won’t progress too quickly in the maritime industry. Even ashore, the take-up of ASP-based applications is rather slow, the data will remain on the ship for some time yet.”

And for this, the industry needs the relevant data, in electronic format, easily updated and accessible and integrated internally as well as to external parties.

