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Exchanging shipping information

DECK HEAD

How do Fleet Management, V Ships, Heidenreich and Iverships share information about vessel operations with tanker pool operators and raw materials traders? Using the internet of course. Barry Parker investigates

BODY

What do seemingly disparate raw materials traders, tanker pool operators and third party ship managers have in common? 

Quite a bit, considering that information sharing in complex businesses is crucial to all. 

The original trading companies were known for their vast physical networks, often tied to shipping fleets, long before the advent of the maritime internet. 

Commercial information, such as vessel schedules and vessel suitability for particular terminals and trades, is the lifeblood of the pool operator’s business. 

A combination of commercial and technical information must be exchanged continuously in a third party ship management business, where an underlying owner entrusts a vessel’s technical operation to a specialist company. 

The shipping enterprises described here been suited to the creation of virtual companies, where commercial and/ or operational information from multiple vessels or shore-based applications, is funnelled through an intranet to a focal point facing the customer.

But information management is a way for service providers to add value, while aiding in differentiation efforts, as companies try to position themselves on their respective competitive matrices. 

In this article, we focus on players who have distinguished themselves in using information management to touch their customers directly. 

The four companies profiled in this article are all using the web to communicate directly with customers, and are placing little if any reliance on third party portals. 

SUBHEAD

Heidenreich Marine

Heidenreich Marine (Heidmar), operating the Star (Panamax) and Dorado (Product) tanker pools, has created a unified outward interface through the medium of www.eFleetWatch.com. built in-house. 

In the pool business, brand identity is increasingly intertwined with the ability to present a seamless outward interface to the charterer- quite often an integrated oil major who looks to the pool for consistent and reliable transportation. To achieve this, close behind the scenes coordination is critical. 

Now, with a growing presence in the ship-to-ship transfer segment, Heidmar has recently launched www.lightering.com, which will further cement Heidmar’s position in the bulk petroleum logistics chain. Heidmar has not had much action between the vessels and the office- but Heidmar says that it is working on this type of integration.

SUBHEAD

Iverships

Based in Sandefjord, Norway and Singapore, Iver Ships describes itself as a logistics company serving shippers of chemicals, vegetable oils, and clean petroleum products. 

While running a tanker pool (on behalf of investors Vroon and Brostrom), it also handles trucking and onshore tankage (Vopak). 

It operates its own portal, at www.iverships.no, which pulls in outside applications such as PurpleFinder tracking and vessel questionnaires from Q88.com, another Heidmar company. 

Iver’s IT Manager, Mr. Eyvind Klewe, viewed the net as an important adjunct to other communications channels, stating that, “The net is a supplement to other communications, like telephone, instant messaging and e-mail, but it is the formal place to find all facts about shipments carried out for all our contract customers.”

Mr. Klewe describes the importance of branding, but expressed some concerns about virtual companies. 

“Who is responsible for the information given to a second or third link in an information chain when giving out information,” he asked.

"You can link to a frame in someone else’s website believing that this is good information, but you need not refer to it as coming from someone else.” 

"Does it make you responsible for the correctness or should you need to examine the truth of every piece of information that you convey to others?” 

A valid question, in this age of outsourced everything.

SUBHEAD

V Ships

Among ship managers, V.Ships (at www.vships.com) - the biggest player in the field with over 600 ships on the books in an industry that has consolidated, and Fleet Management- a newer entrant still building its franchise, have both embraced web based computer systems in a very big way. 

V Ships "ShipSure" system, described by V Ships' head of IT, Steve MacFarlane, as "an integrated modular software system giving full control over all accounting, purchasing and crew functions involved in vessel ownership and operations". 

Mr MacFarlane goes on to further explain ShipSure's role of  "giving clients real-time access to operational, financial, crewing and maintenance reports through V.Ships client extranet"  

The guts of V Ship’s ShipSure are 12 inter-connected modules, linked together through a common data structure so that a data item is entered only one time. 

Clients with a username and password can then log in via the client extranet, viewing crew lists, purchasing activity and stores inventories, accounts, maintenance schedules and more- with ship-based information accessible on the shore. 

The "e-Forms" Module allows a user to create XML based forms aboard a ship, which can then be used to transfer information onward into the other applications. 

Before the Internet, V Ships was known for having a common filing protocol for paper - based records. Now, the virtual tools keep V Ship’s 44 offices on the same page. 

But the meaning of "transparency" also faces outward, sometimes even beyond customers. At a speech earlier this year, V Ships Captain Bob Bishop offered up some insights on the competitive response in the face of media cynicism and increased scrutiny of the shipping business generally. 

"Winning managers will need to have robust management systems in place which in turn will allow them to provide adaptable and bespoke solutions, such as providing superintendents in clients' own offices, hybrid j.v. type relationships and franchise 'virtual' office solutions, together with key performance indicators covering all the vital areas of management," he said. 

SUBHEAD

Fleet Management

At Fleet Management, a growing force in the management business, a company within the Hong Kong based (but Singapore listed) Noble Group, managing director Kishore Rajvanshy talks about having “<one of> the most advanced systems in the industry…a site initially built and developed to enhance vessel monitoring capabilities but now evolving to include planned maintenance and procurement for stores/ spares.” 

Like pool operator Heidmar, ship manager Noble was not happy with software solutions that were otherwise available in the marketplace, and decided to build its own. Fleet has recently added modules for managing documents, for online procurement and for planned maintenance.  

In the words of Fleet’s MD Rajvanshy Kishore, “…we are now offering our customers a total virtual office,” which includes status of certificates, accounting, crewing information, and Port State Control and Quality Management information.  

Fleet Management further describes its package as client-driven and boasts of “…sophisticated control systems and communications network provide owners with information about their vessels at any time…” 

While other managers grew out of pure ship owners, Noble- the quintessential post modern trading company, is piloted not by Scottish clansmen, but instead by graduates of the Philipp Brothers and Marc Rich organizations – known more for their sharp pencils in moving cargo around. 

For a trading company, vessel operations are a cost centre with profound implications for the bottom line. Noble’s principals saw an opportunity for enhanced efficiencies and lower costs by taking the technical management function in-house. Noble is a unique and exciting company, and has pro-actively created an entire business model on the recognition that traditional traders must provide new forms of value added. 

Information is still power, but it is exchanged far more smoothly than in the 1960’s and 1970’s (the Glory Days of Phibro and Richco), when communications networks were controlled by vast armies of telex operators. 

SUBHEAD

Motivation

What has motivated some of these innovators to migrate business processes onto the web?  

V Ships Mr. MacFarlane answers succinctly, “V Ships were an early player in the online business and use it to improve our service, efficiency and product differentiation.” 

Fleet Management points to similar motivations, citing a “strong desire to have an effective and efficient monitoring system for vessels, with a virtual office to clients, along with better and more transparent service to clients.”   

Heidmar’s Vice President of Information Technology, Fritz Heidenreich, referring to www.eFleetWatch.com and www.QFleet.com,  explained that  “The biggest reason for building web applications was the Star Tankers pool, we needed a real-time cost effective method for keeping the pool partners up-to-date with the pool.  The web allowed us to do this very effectively.”  

At Iver, Mr. Klewe suggests a motivation rooted in the complicated supply chains surrounding chemical shipments, “The idea <for embracing the web> came from marketing people working on exchanging data with our customers and developing on solving the problem with time difference between ports, operations and customers as well as customers customer.”

SUBHEAD

Standards

The success quotient for the internet equation depends on interoperability and standards. Interoperability exists, but standards do not. 

Heidmar has decided that its own approach was worth spreading outwards, taking its own web based tools, most notably the Q88 Questionnaire generator, to the broader marketplace. 

Heidmar did look extensively outside before building its own applications, but “…found very little external offerings that can be tied directly into our system,” the company says. 

“There are no standards for this in our industry.  I think most companies will agree that it is a good idea but without the standards to base it on it would be very expensive and time-consuming to develop a custom link to each customer and vendor.” 

V Ships noted that standards are a starting point, as Mr. MacFarlane suggests, “We have developed our e-procurement interface in line with current industry thinking but as most businesses have discovered this does require some re-work to meet the results in practice.” 

Mr. Klewe, from Iver Ships, described Heidmar’s Q88 as “…as close to a standard as you can come to in chemical ships,” suggesting that Fritz Heidenreich has indeed succeeded in the standards league.  

Klewe describes a history of Iver Ship’s internet efforts going back to Norwegian based research projects like Shipping 98 and ShipLog, in the late 1990’s, and patching together message formats from EDI and the SINTEF project (from the Norwegian Marine Technology Research Institute).  He expressed a frustration that standards are still several years away.  

Rajvanshy, at Fleet Management, hints that other companies are looking to the Fleet system for a standard to follow, in the absence of a broader industry protocol for ship management sites. 

SUBHEAD

Exciting times

These are exciting times for the maritime internet; the look and feel of sites is dynamic. More importantly, so is the mission statement for the sites. 

Information technology continues to be a growth business. Can companies create cash cows out of their homebrew applications, and ergo defacto standards, as Heidmar has done? V Ships indicated that it was considering a similar strategy, and Fleet Management had been approached. 

SUBHEAD

Security implications

Echoing the comments of his colleague Captain Bishop, V Ships’ MacFarlane described the impact of recent IMO pronouncements.

“The ISPS code has raised awareness of those involved in shipping on the importance of vessel tracking and internal altering, our applications ensure that the right people know at the right time what is happening onboard the vessels.” 

At Fleet Management, Mr Rajvanshy stresses that its “ real time ship reporting system will have a significant role to play when the ISPS Code comes into force,” and he points to a feature in his system that generates reminder alerts- if ships are not communicating with the office in a prescribed manner. 

Iver Ships, being more on the commercial side, has not seen direct impacts of the ISPS, but is keeping a watchful eye, in the insightful words of Eyvind Klewe, “online information sure helps keep everyone involved in that chain up to date to take the right action when needed.”

