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Marine Software gets simple

DECKHEAD

Marine Software’s credo of simplicity seems to have brought both growth and success. Derek Jennings told Jayde Card the story of the company he founded 

http://www.marinesoftware.co.uk
BODY

Experience had caused Derek Jennings to believe there was a real need for simple software systems in the shipping industry. 

Yet, in 1991 as his business was beginning, software companies were wading in a depressed market and Mr Jennings’ Marine Software was no exception. 

Prospects were poor and the future looked unfavourable. Mr Jennings held strong to his belief, which translated into the business credo; ‘simplicity is the key’. 

His day job, working for a consultancy, funded his project, which was building credibility but selling nothing. 

Marine Software’s big break came in 1993, two years after its birth, when North Sea ferries bought systems for eight ships. 

Word spread and the company received orders from an Australian shipbuilder, Incat (International Catamarans), producing a steady stream of sales. Then, said Mr Jennings, “It snowballed from there.” 

Marine Software now has an impressive customer list that includes P & O Ship Management; Wallem Ship Management Hong Kong; Bluewater Marine Management; Global Marine Systems; Seabulk International; and the UK Ministry of Defence. 
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Background

Mr Jennings served his apprenticeship and gained a first class certificate of competency while working as a marine engineer for BP tankers, but it was during his time at British rail shipping and international services, where he worked for 20 years, that he began to develop the interest in IT that later lead to Marine Software. 

Mr Jennings worked as a chief engineer on the ferries and during the early 1980s worked on the new ships that British Rail had built. He was working as an engineer for the company when it installed its first computerised stock system on board, and over the next ten years was involved in the computerisation process. 
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Software

The Marine Software suite began with Marine Planned Maintenance, a program which, according to the company, helps “ship staff to plan maintenance and record job completions.” 

The software was originally produced in MSDOS, with the first windows system launched in January 2000. Marine Planned Maintenance for Windows was type approved by DNV in April 2000. 

Marine Software’s other programs were gradually released in Windows versions: Marine storekeeper, a stock control system that helps a ship’s staff to control spare parts and consumable items, was released in January 2001 and Marine purchasing system for Windows in January 2002, consisting of two programs; the marine purchasing system, which is an onboard system, and the office purchasing system, based shore side. 

Marine Project Manager for Windows, described by Marine Software as “a specialised tool designed to produce specifications, analyse tenders and manage refit expenses and build up a dry-dock report whilst in dry-dock,” will be launched in January 2003.
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Intuitive

The software was designed to be used intuitively and require minimal training. As Derek Jennings comments, a system that needs complex training when you install it continually requires constant training, due to the large turnover in staff in the marine industry. This represents a continuous drain on resources. 

In contrast, a company using Marine Software systems may only need to train one person, who can subsequently aid others in the company. Marine Software has even had clients who felt no training was necessary, reducing costs considerably. 

On the other hand, some companies are so accustomed to the need for training that they either dismiss the company’s software or request in-depth training, despite Marine Software’s assurances this is not necessary. 

The company has instigated a series of training courses for the three programs, for whatever training is required or desired, to be held at facilities in Aylesham, near the company’s headquarters.
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Lite Versions

As a means of providing an even more low-cost system, Marine Software has recently launched ‘Lite’ versions of Marine Planned Maintenance for Windows and Marine Storekeeper for Windows. 

According to Derek Mr Jennings, “The Lite Versions were developed after failing to provide accepted solutions for many operators that we have talked to, principally those operating smaller vessels, who viewed the entry level into computerized planned maintenance too high, either financially or operationally.”  

The lite versions are essentially the same as the original versions, with reduced complexity, reducing costs and requiring even less training. The lite versions were designed to provide small companies with “cheap and easy ways to get on the bandwagon”, commented Mr Jennings. 

The lite versions ensured that Marine Software was not neglecting these smaller companies. Mr Jennings also notes, “The chance to reduce complexity and cost fitted in well with our philosophy.” The lite systems can be upgraded to full systems if the need arises. 
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Versatility

Mr Jennings suggested that a company may choose Marine Software for various reasons including the cheap cost, the little amount of training required, or its UK location. 

“Nobody produces the perfect system,” he said, “different systems are suitable for different clients.” 

He noted that seafaring staff are mobile, thus if a shipping company seeks suggestions from seafarers as to which systems they use and prefer, “It’s a matter of pot luck as to whether they mention your company or someone else’s.” 

Because different companies have different needs, Marine Software developed a simple, basic system that can be easily modified. 

Company-specific requirements are developed in the system of that particular company only - Marine Software does not transfer modifications from one company to another. Instead, it is up to the clients to determine what modifications they need. 

Mr Jennings usually recommends that clients wait and use the system and then determine additional requirements. 

“We tell them don’t rush in. Wait and see what you need,” he says. “Why not run with it a few months and see how you go?” According to Mr Jennings, this is a more efficient process to developing modifications because those changes finally made are likely to be the right ones. 

All software is developed in house and thus the company has the advantage of being able make modifications quickly.
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A marine company

When the company began Derek Mr Jennings was working from home as “a one man band”. Since these humble beginnings, Marine Software, as a company, has grown gradually, as the workload grows. 

The company has never bought advertising; the company believed it was much better “to take it slow and be able to serve the companies we have and serve new companies immediately.” He didn’t want clients to have to fight for resources. 

Derek Mr Jennings is quick to stress that Marine Software is more a marine company than an IT company, and in turn, the company maintains a slow and steady pace - “plodding along at the same rate as the rest of the marine industry.” 

He notes that the shipping world is “conservative with a small c,” and that nothing is an overnight explosion, rather everything develops slowly.

The company will soon take on another ex- chief-engineer. With his retirement impending, Mr Jennings wants to ensure marine skills remain in the company for years to come, believing “the company can’t function without them.”

With the rise and fall of so many IT companies, Derek is also keen to stress that his is a family business. Derek’s sons Mark and Robert now both work for the company, in accounts and administration, and IT respectively. 

He suggests that in this way Marine Software is stable and, unlike many flash in the pan IT companies they “plan to be around for a while.” 

