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Developments at AVECS

DECK

Berlin-based maritime software company AVECS claims to have put together the first "fully integrated ship management system", as well as several other developments

http://www.avecs.de
BODY

Maritime operations software company AVECS claims to be stealing customers away from a certain rival maritime software company currently worth 300 ships every year.

Negotiations are underway to install the software on two large companies operating 250 tankers.

Things are going quite well for AVECS. Recent new customers include Ahrenkiel in Germany, TT Ferries, Ropner Shipmanagement and NOL in Singapore. The company has 81 shipping company customers in 21 different countries. It has 62 staff worldwide, with core development in Germany.

The company recently abandoned a plan to make an IPO, but companies can still buy shares. Indeed, 30 of the company's customers in the maritime industry have already bought shares. "That's the best reference you can have," says founder and chairman Hans Schleiter.

But Mr Schleiter firmly believes that a company's main brief is to create top quality products and services for its customers. "When I hear a company talk about shareholder value I think they're about to go down the pan," he says.

The main areas where AVECS can offer competitive advantage, Mr Schleiter says, are quality and service. "And treating your customers like a king, so long as they behave like a king," he says.

AVECS firmly believes that it is not possible to buy a ship management system off the shelf; every shipping company's needs are different and the software needs to be configured to their needs.

"We have to be a partner of the shipping company," he says. "A management system can only be done in partnership."

The main company ambition, it says, is to become an innovation centre in finding ways to help shipping companies improve their safety. 

"We have a safety philosophy," comments chairman and founder Hans Schleiter. "We're not selling a product, we're selling a philosophy."

AVECS is currently exploring options of outsourcing its programming to companies in Russia and India, which can do it at lower cost than in Berlin where AVECS is based.

Earlier this year AVECS won an Institute of Transport Management award for ‘Best Ships Management Systems company 2002’.

Shipping managers interviewed in the report assessment, AVECS says, addressed customer service, reliability of product, price and innovation as their main concerns, and the company scored well in each of these categories. In fact, it scored 60 per cent better than any other shipmanagement company, ITM claimed in its research report.
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The masses of ships

The company proudly proclaims that its target market are the masses of ships, not the top 15 per cent of shipping companies with large budgets to spend on safety and technology systems. AVECS aims its products at the 30,000 or so vessels that want some element of software onboard but don’t want to spend a fortune on it. 
"They're not interested in e-procurement and all this," says Mr. Schleiter. "They're interested in getting their first maintenance systems onboard. They can put on other modules later. But they can get going for just Euros 5,000."

"After the maintenance system they get an ISM code system, then a parts management and ordering system," he says. "Once that is working, if there are enough suppliers in electronic data, you set up e-procurement."

One of the biggest problems with e-procurement is the lack of suppliers in Europe who keep their systems in an electronic format, which is pretty much a prerequisite for the supplier to obtain any benefit from e-procurement. 

Surprisingly, Mr Schleiter observes that while suppliers in the UK and US normally have electronic systems, there are still plenty of ship suppliers in Germany with no computers at all.
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Innovative developments

An innovative development is the AVECS production platform (APP), which effectively allows the company to franchise itself out.

Other companies can set themselves up as AVECS suppliers. Using the platform software, they can configure AVECS systems for customers and service them. AVECS asks for 20 per cent (licence fee) after APP sales.

Working with various automation partners, including Terasaki, MTU and Siemens, AVECS has put together a system integrating automatic identification systems, a black box, a bridge management system, a safety management system in the engine room and an integrated safety management system (ISM). All the sensors feed into the same system.

AVECS has also led the development of its own hardened data capsule for its voyage data recorder, in addition to the capsules developed by L3 and Smiths Industries, as most other VDR manufacturers have done.

AVECS put together a development team of three young German companies, one specialising in heat resistant memory, one specialising in computer processing units, and one specialising in hardened metal.

The hardened capsule AVECS developed can hold two or four Gb storage; it can write data much faster than other capsules on the market, the company claims.
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The AVECS story

Hans Schleiter, founder and chairman of AVECS, got into the software industry in a roundabout way.

As a shipmaster, Mr Schleiter first taught himself to program computers from onboard vessels because he was bored.

Coming ashore in the early 1990s, he found himself running a hotel in Germany and installed one of the first computer systems to organise supplies. The company he contracted to install the software failed to build a working system but still tried to tie him into the contract. Incensed, Mr. Schleiter went through their code himself and found about 100 bugs in it as evidence that the software company was to blame for the failure of their product.

The software company, discovering a computer expert, decided instead to offer Mr Schleiter a job with them, and he ended up working throughout Germany and North America, in particular bringing one of the first ever multimedia computers to Germany.

In 1993, Mr Schleiter went to a seafarer training college to renew his ship master's ticket, and saw the possibilities of using multimedia computers in seafarer training and decision support, which led to the creation of NAVECS (Nautical Audio Visual Emergency Control System).

Schleiter presented the system to the German government, which led to the system being presented at the International Maritime Organisation, the first commercial system to be presented there.

Two years later Mr Schleiter had gathered together enough venture capital to set up a software company. In January 1996 he had six employees; in August 1996 he put the first module on one ship.

Mr Schleiter also draws on another experience during his seafarer days, which led to his personal mission for seafarer safety.

As a ship captain in the 70s, he was asked by one of his employers to illegally dump oil in the sea off the coast of Europe. When he refused, the company threatened to fire him and the complete crew. 

The crew was on strike against the shipping company so the authorities took the vessel out to international waters and forced them to leave the ship. The complete crew including the officers and the captain was changed. This experience was one of the factors leading to Mr Schleiter’s crusade to try to improve seafarer safety.

Mr Schleiter draws on many other of his maritime experiences to work out how technology can work harder onboard ship by integrating computer systems together.

He tells the story of when he was on a German ship in 1995, which had 21 different computer systems on the bridge, none of which were connected to any of the others.

"I asked the captain, 'what do you do with all these computers in an emergency," he says. "The captain answered, 'I switch them off - they get on my nerves.' That was an experienced captain. What if you had an inexperienced captain?"

