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The maritime working day

DECK

What will a typical working day be like for a shipping company professional in a few years? Panagiotis Nomikos gives his view
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He has been involved with Stelmar Tankers (Management) Ltd since the incorporation of the company in 1992, as the IT Manager. 

He installed all of Stelmar’s ICT systems. In 1997 he setup his own Maritime ICT Consultancy firm P. Nomikos & Co. The firm created and administers the netshipbrokers.com online chartering service, a pioneering effort that today has as Members over 6,000 maritime professionals from around the world. Dr. Nomikos is also still advising Stelmar Tankers on the implementation of modern ERP and ICT systems, in the role of the Acting ICT Manager.
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BODY 

The internet and other advances in global telecommunications are altering the work model for shipping companies. 

The worker and the manager are no longer ‘tied’ to a physical office. Information must follow them wherever they are, round the clock, every day. They must possess means to exchange information, collaborate, take decisions and react anytime, anywhere. 

The near future work routine of the shipping professional will look like this.

Work from home in the early morning, immediately after breakfast, to sort out the overnight developments. 

His home computer will enable him to connect to every office-based system securely, having all the required information on screen, exactly as if he was sitting on his desk in the office. Voice over the Internet and teleconferencing will enable him to contact physically his colleagues and crews in the Far East for business chatting.

Later in the morning he can go out, perhaps to look after any family affairs or shopping needs. On the street his pocket computer unit will be wirelessly connected to the city networks. He will be able to receive almost all the important information and to react verbally to it, but he will have limited visual and typing abilities.

After completing his morning affairs he can pass by the office to continue working and to meet with his colleagues. Upon sitting in front of his office computer he will find the status of his work exactly where he left it in the morning. He can continue there sorting out the new developments, going to physical or virtual meetings with other colleagues and videoconferencing to East and West alike.

After visiting the gym in the afternoon and having dinner with friends or family, he can sort out the last developments of the day from his home environment over the last cup of coffee, issue the last orders, videoconference to the colleagues in the Americas, and finally retire for a good night’s rest.

When travelling, his portable computer will allow him to work quietly on the plane connecting to the global infrastructure if needed through the onboard communication facilities. 

In airports and train station lobbies, in his hotel room or in any business partner office that he visits, his computer will be wirelessly connected to the available peripherals and he can continue working as if he were present in the office.

SUBHEAD

A realistic scenario?

The above scenario may sound futuristic, but it is not. The basic scenario is entirely feasible today with off-the-shelf software and standard laptop or desktop machines. 

The connections through home, office and when travelling are entirely feasible today, as described above, except for the voice connection (that must be supplemented by a separate mobile phone) and the videoconferencing facilities (that are not yet feasible in good quality and low cost). 

The connection anywhere on the street is very limited today, through a wireless PDA that allows only basic emails to reach the walking recipient.

Yet the important basics are available today, here: The shipping professional is able to work at any location anytime, receiving information and reacting to it as if he were working in the office. 

By supplementing the laptop with a mobile phone he is entirely able to do business anywhere (except for the physical face-to-face contact with colleagues). Most important, it is entirely feasible today to work using the full office environment (including all databases, document management, communications and other office systems) from any remote location securely and efficiently, using standard low-cost off-the-shelf software and methods.

There are two important aspects of the above scenarios:

Business-wise, the shipping professional is able to reach information anytime anywhere, and to react instantly to it. Timely reaction to developments will distinguish the successful companies of the future.

Human-wise, the professional will be able to allocate his work time as best as it suits him, in between his family and other obligations. He can plan to do the routine work when it suits him best, knowing that he can arrange his time more humanely around his other interests, and also being confident that he can react immediately to any urgent development from anywhere and at any time.

SUBHEAD

Structured communication

The internet and the overall convergence of the IT and Communications networks will bring about more fundamental business transformations.

Information will cease to flow in unregulated, unstructured pieces of text e-mails and will start moving from company to company in structured data streams. 

The IT systems of suppliers and customers, of buyers and sellers, will be linked automatically and information will be transmitted directly from computer to computer, from database to database, without human scanning and intervention. 

The old EDI ‘dream’ will eventually become a reality through the global Internet and other networks.

Already the major corporations with global reach are replacing their expensive EDI systems with Internet-based systems that link them with the thousands of their suppliers and distribution channels. 

The COVISINT effort of the major automakers for the sourcing of auto parts is a prime example of a coordinated effort by the major global players in the auto industry, whereas the celebrated example of Cisco’s procurement and order placement Web-based system is the point of reference for anyone discussing the effect of the Internet in increasing the productivity and efficiency of large corporations who constantly outperform their competitors and grow to dominate their sector.

In the integrated, globalised environment of the future most companies will become parts of larger supply chains linking producer to seller to carrier to buyer to distributor to retailer. 

Shipping companies in particular naturally fit right in the middle of large-scale supply chains moving hundreds of thousands of tons of commodities across the globe. As the competition in the international trade of commodities will intensify, sharp, efficient, just-in-time execution of every step in the process (from production to transportation to distribution to retail) will make the difference between a profitable and a loss-making business arrangement.

For the shipping companies this will mean tight integration with their suppliers of maritime goods and services of every sort, with their customers (the charterers and the receivers of cargo), with Port Authorities, etc. Maximum turnaround and sharp precision in the execution of the voyage will ensure that the shipping company maintains the high quality of operation of the whole supply chain. 

To achieve optimum efficiency on the vessel, her maintenance must be of the appropriate quality standard. To reach this high standard a shipping company must select high quality business partners who will be willing to integrate their ICT systems across the whole supply chain, to standardize and structure the information flow amongst the parties, to minimize delays due to inefficiencies and human errors, and to reap maximum economic benefit from the whole operation from mining and production down to the end customer retail sale.

Survival and growth prospects for individual companies in the future will be dependent not only on the structure and efficiency of the company organization itself and the abilities of its management teams, but also on the placement of the company within efficient supply chains.

In the longer term it will be whole chains that will outperform other competitive supply chains. The ‘chain’ is to be understood as a ‘mesh’ of interdependent companies, where a set of high quality producers transport their goods mostly using a set of high quality carriers to distribute the goods mostly to high quality retailers who are then able to sell the high quality products at very competitive prices and with very good margins, benefiting the whole chain, or ‘mesh’, against the competition.

