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London based Manpower Software can help shipping companies optimise crew deployment, work out how to reduce crewing costs and scheduling services, help comply with STCW and legislation and improve planning. 

BODY 

Manpower Software has already signed up BP Shipping, Sun Cruises, Celebrity Cruises, Carnival Cruise Line and Royal Caribbean as clients, even though the software was originally developed for use by the military. 

A further client is Image, an agency which provides onboard photography services for cruise ships, employing 200 staff and serving 36 ships. It provides professional portraits and onboard film processing. The company has 60 staff in London, with another office in Miami.

SUBHEAD

Cruise ships

Cruise ships have a major pain scheduling people onto their ships. With up to 900 crew onboard a single ship, some companies have up to 40,000 staff to constantly schedule and reschedule. 

The Manpower software maintains a database of all these staff members, including where they live, what qualifications they have, their skills, visas, passport expiry dates and medical examinations. It also maintains special requirements, for example married couples who want to specifically work together or not work together. 

It can then match the crew to the jobs which need filling, making sure that everybody has the right qualifications, training and visas for the job they are taking on. 

There are many other reasons why a shipping company would want certain crew members in certain places and this can all be programmed into the system. 

Onboard casino operators do not want the same staff working together all the time in case they collaborate to steal money, and this can all be managed. The system can record any offences crewmembers have made and make sure untrustworthy crewmembers are not handling money. 

The system can sort each crewmember out with a berth onboard the ship, taking into consideration requirements for all berths to be single sex. 

The seafarer travel module is particularly useful, because it can help shipping companies minimise the amount they spend. The system has databases of normal scheduled prices of flying from the crewmember’s home airport to ports where they might start or finish a stint onboard ship; when allocating crew to positions, the computer system takes into account the costs of flying the crewmember to the necessary port of call, and if given a choice will choose a crewmember with a lower flight cost. 

The software system automatically integrates with online flight booking systems Expedia and British Airways, and asks these systems automatically for an exact cost of how much the flight will cost for the specific dates and times. 

The software makes it much easier for shipping companies to plan out their requirements well in advance. They can buy flights in advance as well, and flight prices tend to reduce the further in advance you book them. 

“The travel costs for maritime companies are phenomenal,” comments Simon Courage, product director. “The company typically has to pay for 4 flights a year per seafarer, so if it employs 5,000 crew, that’s 20,000 flights a year.”

If the shipping company does not have an available crewmember on file with the right qualifications for the job, the computer system finds crewmembers who have almost the right qualifications, and presents the costs of training them as required. It can automatically send an application for a training course if they need it.

People can be assigned to jobs under different criteria. Normally the first criteria is whether they have the right qualifications, or what the cost is of training them to have the right qualification; the second criteria is the cost of flying them to the port; and the third cost is the number of training days they need to go on.

Having these powerful tools means that scheduling staff can do a lot more for their crewmembers. For example, they might want to give a higher priority to adhering to the specific wishes of officers for specific berths, vessels and so on, and give a lower priority to the wishes of staff which are easier to replace. 

Letters are automatically printed out to send to crewmembers, telling them which duties they have been assigned to, which airports they must fly to and which dates. 

The software can also be used to work out how many officers the shipping company needs to keep in continuous employment, to make sure that it can always fill all of the necessary positions but without having too many staff. It can also easily calculate how much they can expand their fleets without taking on any more staff. 

There is no limit to the number of crew members that can be managed on the system, of course. Cruise companies typically employ staff members in small pools onboard ships, with staff in each pool being scheduled separately; with the Manpower system, they can manage all staff onboard the entire ship at once. 

The software can schedule staff members for specific shifts, making sure that they do not go beyond working hours legislation and do not run up too much overtime. The scheduling staff know exactly what hours are going to be worked that week, they do not have to wait until staff hand in their time sheets to find out. 

SUBHEAD

An integrated system

Many companies still use white boards for allocating staff to positions onboard ships; they often have separate white boards for allocating training and holidays, and completely different systems onboard the ships themselves. 

Crewing can be managed much more effectively by having a single system, which scheduling, training, hiring and recruitment and the ship itself can connect into. 

A shipboard module communicates with the software system over a satellite link, enabling seafarers onboard to access information about the requirements. 

SUBHEAD

Souls on board

An additional software product, Souls on Board, can be used to monitor who is onboard the ship, as required under UK legislation for all ships either UK flagged or in UK waters. 

Each passenger, crewmember or other person onboard a ship can be provided with an identity card which is scanned when the person gets onboard.

If the ship sinks, authorities will know exactly who was onboard at that time. The system can also be used to make sure only authorised people can get onboard. 

SUBHEAD

Merchant ships

The company now hopes to sell its software to merchant shipping. Although there are typically 16-20 seafarers onboard a merchant ship, the complexity of scheduling seafarers onboard all of these ships can quickly get too complex to do on paper. 

It deployed the software at BP Shipping, but not actually for use onboard ships. The company wanted to investigate what affect an increase in the number of ships in operation would have on its crewing requirement and asked for Manpower’s help.

BP originally tried to work out its calculation using a simple Excel spreadsheet, but the complexity of the calculation quickly grew harder than Excel could handle. 

For example, the task of working out exactly how many captains they need on the payroll for a certain number of vessels in operation is extremely complex, taking into account possible sickness and the time taken for captains to travel to pick up a ship. 

BP also wanted to be able to find out quickly what changes in various different set ups would make to the manning requirement. Using the Manpower Software system they could obtain these answers in seconds.

