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It might be security pressures that make online shipbroking work, says Barry Parker 

That tricky intersection between shipbroking – a very people intensive business, and software applications- running over 24x7 web connections, continues to confound me, sadden me, and sometimes surprise me. 

For a pundit like me, writing columns on such subjects, being “surprised” is a euphemism for saying that my forecasts connected some of the nodes, but not all.

In a column earlier this year, I featured LevelSeas, Strategic, and BalticExchange.com  and talked about the benefits of each. But it has been a tumultuous year for these companies. Compare this to developments in maritime security, which I think is on an intersection course with general shipping practice and operations. 

SUBHEAD

LevelSeas

I was caught off guard and genuinely disappointed by recent reports in the trade press that LevelSeas is winding down, because I liked parts of their concept, and more importantly, I liked their charismatic leader, Richard Hext, whom I first had met at a conference during the height of dotcom fever.  

Hext, a consummate shipping guy with a broad outlook, struck me as ideally suited to the role of putting a human face on top of vast tech wheels spinning in the background. 

Also, I have been advocating the idea of unified data schema (for ship chartering, ship movements and operations) because it just makes things so much easier! And, LevelSeas, wired into some of the biggest and baddest charterers and owners in the business, seemed to bring the critical mass around which such standards could coalesce. 

The legacy of LevelSeas may be that some users, notably in coal trades, will continue to use the system. And, as this happens, Capesize shipping fleets may find themselves intertwined with screen based coal trading systems and freight derivatives providers.  

SUBHEAD

The Baltic and Strategic Software

There have also been reports in recent months that the Baltic Exchange was working towards a business combination with Strategic Software. Maybe, there is a happy ending, depending on what deal emerges. 

Strategic, founded in the early 1980’s by David Marais as the first PCs were emerging, integrated messaging and data sorting applications in a manner uniquely customized for shipbrokers. 

The business grew, with hundreds of systems in the hands of shipbrokers all over the world, but was confronting other trends- the increasing integration of messaging capabilities in readily available and internet-ready software packages. 

So, Strategic raised outside money and embarked on the expensive transition to an expansive web based solution.

Two years ago, the Baltic Exchange, the acknowledged (even by the New York based pundits) worldwide shipping marketplace, lacking the electronic linkage, was also confronting the internet. 

It decided to join the electronic age the old fashioned way- by soliciting proposals for building a system that would link up its members, manage lists of vessels (with descriptions). 

Yet, this seemed like a wasted effort to me- and I noted that one company, Strategic, was already providing this worldwide linkage, albeit not through a Baltic hub. 

In an article appearing in the 2002 BIMCO Review article, I hinted that, “…the trading desks of many Baltic Exchange members already sport Strategic systems…”   

In my spring article, Mike Elsom from the Baltic, when asked about the “build or buy” question- in the context of particular applications such as voyage economics calculations, suggested that the Baltic would be prepared to look at acquiring existing software, rather than at design and construction from scratch. 

But, if you think it through, the same principle can apply for “buying” the entire infrastructure (or a large part thereof).  

Looked at in the aggregate, Strategic provides a perfect infrastructure for the Baltic Exchange, while the Baltic’s resources can enable Strategic to build out and complete its vision and hopefully the deal will move forward.  

SUBHEAD

Security

So, where does security fit into this? Maritime security is going to force data standards into place, for ship descriptions and ship movements. 

Recognizable ways of describing ships, their position information the and cargo aboard them will be byproducts of behind the scenes activity by data architects at government agencies, in the USA, UK and others heavily involved in the security efforts. 

The backgrounds spooks are not always starting from scratch; the new data standards may involve adaptation of existing data and messaging sets, or endorsement of a specific vendor’s data format. 

One example close to home is a New York based group, Maritrac.com, that was successful in winning a Port Security Grant earlier this year to build web based applications for submitting advanced notices of vessel arrivals, and related information, to ports and to the Coast Guard. 

Using Arrival Notices as an example, security concerns will profoundly influence their design. The requirements of regulatory compliance (for notices, or for whatever other parts of our business process that the security guys infiltrate) will then build commercial usage. The shipping world is now using variety of workable noticing formats. 

But in the face of a mandated format, the business will gradually move towards the direction of the mandated forms. In a web based world, where business and security are crossing over, would I be surprised if required arrival notices will be submitted via a shipbroker system? Stay tuned.

