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Anyone knows from scouring the pages of Digital Ship that the shipping business is anything but the technophobic, Dinosaur it is too often portrayed as, even if IT best practice is not a ubiquitous feature of the maritime scene. 

However, there are a number of standout operators – some of which are based in Asia. One such company is the Hong Kong-based Wallem Group, which, via the straight-as-an-arrow leadership of director and chief information officer, Patrick Slesinger, is setting standards as far as shipping technology goes. 

To prove the point, when this reporter arrived at Wallem’s Hopewell Centre headquarters in Hong Kong, company personnel were having their fingerprints scanned for a new Blade Runner-esque biometric security system designed by Chubb.

SUBHEAD

The purpose of technology

Mr Slesinger is clearly a technophile - he has the latest devices the PDA and mobile phone markets have to offer (and he knows how to use them) - but he does not espouse the maxim of technology for technology’s sake. 

Everything he has developed in his time with Wallem is summed up by the company slogan, “traditional values, innovative solutions”. 

Wallem’s IT is based on the tenets of flexible architecture and infrastructure that allows the company to adapt fast to the changing needs of the maritime industry. 

Wallem is perhaps atypical in its approach to IT because it looks outside of shipping for the best solutions and then “marinises” them, says Mr Slesinger.

The company is currently looking outside shipping at best practice in communications infrastructures, accounting structures and supply chain management in order to produce its next generation of e-commerce systems. 

Mr Slesinger believes the single biggest challenge facing the marine industry is leveraging IT to make returns. This is not just about automation of processes you have to reengineer them and this process has to include your company’s principles. 

“What is the point in reengineering and achieving the best possible efficiency on a particular process, if the output itself is not allowing the person receiving it to actually make savings themselves,” he says. 

The systems such as Wallem’s can provide demonstrable savings to companies. “An empty chair is the best demonstrable saving you are ever going to see,” says Mr Slesinger. But he contends that “computer systems don’t get ready of people, people get rid of people. 

“If I introduce a computer system into your company that allows you to get rid of 50 per cent of your workforce, either you find double the amount of work and keep your workforce, or get rid of half the staff, or you make a fundamental decision that you are happy for your staff to work at half their efficiency,” he says. 

“At no point does the system get rid of people. At the end of the day, if you are not going to drive for efficiencies and your competitors are, you won’t be laying off half your workforce, you’ll be laying off the whole of your workforce.”

Shipping companies must enter more proactive relationships with IT system suppliers if best practice is to spread throughout the maritime sector. But this is a long way off. “They [the suppliers] are providing what we asked for, not what we need,” he comments. 

SUBHEAD

DevCo

Wallem is providing IT solutions to a number of major non-shipping related clients via its software development subsidiary DevCo, which is based in the Philippines. 

Mr Slesinger will not be drawn on exactly who DevCo’s customers are. Marine applications will continue to be DevCo’s prime focus, but he does not rule out splitting the operation into shipping and non-maritime constituents. DevCo is already developing supply chain management for some major external clients.

He does provide an insight as to the merits of setting up such an organisation in the Philippines. He says the major driver is a large supply of cost-effective, well-educated, English-speaking workers. 

He says that it is out of the question to set such an operation up in Hong Kong and even in India where prices for IT professionals are rising rapidly. He says the workforce ranges from fully fledged code writers to scan and cleanup to key to disk personnel. 

He says DevCo is upscaling and has more than 40 staff working full time and the company is talking to a number of companies about their specific requirements.
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Vessel report tool 

Mr Slesinger says that many of Wallem’s solutions that were launched last year have now “bedded in”. 

The highly innovative Internet-based vessel report tool (VRT) – a flag version of which was developed for and is still being used Liberian International Ship & Corporate Registry (LISCR). 

The original idea is that vessel “X” might be flagged with flag “A”, classed with class “Y” and managed by A Shipmanager, and all three are using VRT. And with the owner’s permission, the system can consolidate flag state, class and operational condition into one report covering the lifetime of a vessel. 

VRT overlays a report from two years ago from class, with a one-year report from flag and last month’s dry dock, which facilitates a 360-degree view of a ship’s condition. 

The version of VRT used by Wallem Shipmanagement is currently undergoing “an enhancement programme”, which is based on what Wallem has learned while using the tool and it should be released during the summer, according to Mr Slesinger. 

He adds that all Wallem’s IT products go through a continuous process of improvement. “Whether you look at e-procurement or whether you look at VRT, they created a market,” he says. They were so significantly different to what was established practice. If you haven’t got the benefit of others doing the same thing it is very, very difficult to get it right straight away.”

Mr Slesinger states that Wallem’s three-dimensional vessel visualistion (3D Viz), which was a byproduct of VRT, has been improved both in terms of the quality of the imaging and also areas of application. 

While the system continues to be a useful tool for process simulation training and STCW ’95 familiarisation, new modules mean that the system can provide “go hunt the bomb, go hunt the stowaway” security simulations, which have obviously taken on more significance post-September 11. 

3D Viz is “a bit like Apple’s Hypercards”, says Mr Slesinger. “They were always described as an excellent solution looking for a problem.”
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E-procurement

Wallem has been involved in e-procurement for the past three years, as a user of LINE, a subsidiary of Hutchison Port Holdings. 

Mr Slesinger says the current LINE e-procurement system is undergoing a “ground-up rewrite” using totally new architecture to enable the system to be externalised. He says the system has now moved to “totally new paradigm”. The company has more than 1.5 million line items of historical procurement information. 

He believes that the bulk of what most other e-procurement systems provide can already be done by email, “albeit in an unstructured form”. 

Wallem has been using the system for three years now since it was developed in conjunction with Arena (a previous incarnation of LINE). Mr Slesinger says the system is now “the last generation” and also does not really fit with current owner LINE’s aspirations, which are firmly in the electronic containerization cargo documentation management camp. 

But do not be surprised if Wallem starts to offer its new e-procurement services to third parties in future.

SUBHEAD

Other ventures

Wallem is also bringing smartcard technologies firmly onto the front burner, which will support and enhance a whole raft of applications such messaging, digital encryption, electronic signing of emails, the signing of transactions, login protection and IDs, among others. 

Wallem is one of the few, if not the only shipping company heavily involved in PKI (public key infrastructure). “We’re expanding the scope of that with smartcard technologies,” says Mr Slesinger.

Less positive is the news that the Concert communications network, the $7bn joint venture between BT and AT&T, no longer has a long-term future. 

Concert Marine was billed as a revolutionary product when Wallem signed up to it last year. It was at the time the only telecommunications provider to discount shore-to-ship Inmarsat traffic and provided other services such as interpretation on demand and recording and transcription services. 

Concert is no longer being sold as a product but it will be supported for another three years. Wallem is “working with other people to create a replacement”, says Mr Slesinger.

