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IT in the port of Brisbane
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Digital Ship Australia editor Rebecca Clarkson talks to Tony Marles, IT manager of the Port of Brisbane, about how it won an International Association of Ports and Harbours “Integrated Maritime Information” award 
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I was sitting in the back of a taxi cab when I left the Port of Brisbane and suddenly my driver began telling me grand stories of how much money is being made and spent at the port every day. 

Although it is possible that his no less than impressive figures were incorrect, what it does demonstrate is the sense of excitement and pride that the recent growth of Australia’s third busiest container port has instilled in the surrounding community, who have watched it transform over the last five years into Australia’s “Smart Port”. 

This left me wondering what it was that set the Port of Brisbane apart from other ports in Australia and has seen it win a number of accolades for it’s innovative modern management technology and efficiencies across the board.

The Port of Brisbane Corporation, Australia, devised its own infrastructure management system, picking up a Silver Plaque for “Integrated Maritime Information” at this year’s IAPH (International Association of Ports and Harbours) awards.   

It may also be true to say that with all the necessary technology already in place around the world waiting for the global port community to log on, it may also be a case of “Smart Thought” as the Port of Brisbane has shown courage and motivation to make the necessary changes early on in the race and are now reaping the rewards of the modern port.

Today total trade through the port is currently projected to be around 23 millions tons and estimated to increase to around 55 million tons by the year 2025.

Although at Fisherman Islands the port has the luxury of being able to expand through the use of land reclamation to embrace projected growth, the Port of Brisbane Corporation continues to be committed to development of proactive and strategic IT infrastructure.
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Building IT from scratch

IT Manager Tony Marles accompanied me for my afternoon visit to the Port of Brisbane. Tony joined the Port of Brisbane Corporation in 1998 from a Manufacturing IT background. 

He explained to me that before there were any major changes in the way the port employed modern IT systems, there was a great need for a change in the culture and attitudes of the organization and its employees. 

Although some found it difficult to take on new ideas of port management and commercialization through a progressive IT strategy it was not long before the confidence and driving force behind the move had spread and Tony found himself faced with the issue of planning and sourcing their new systems. 

Initially, Tony began by contacting other ports around the world and the wider port technology industry looking for ideas and suggestions that would be suitable for his own purposes. 

Eventually however, the decision was made for the port to build its own systems in order to best accommodate its individual needs. 
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The next stage

Five years down the track from the initial step toward the transformation Tony says the change over has been very smooth and relatively problem free and the benefits (in cost and time) have already far outweighed the expense of the venture. 

Now the major costs of upgrading and improving the IT systems at the Port of Brisbane have been outlaid and are behind them. 

The old “spaghetti code” systems have now been replaced with modern packages and it is just a case of maximizing on the investment and value adding. 

The next 12 months will see a move towards upgrading to electronic records management and land management systems. 

As a port, Tony offered, it is trying to move their technology more towards the ideal of being “information providing” and reaching their customers electronically. 
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Portnet

Tony reflected that the future of the modern port is in the creation of the global port community – an idea that the port is already working towards at a local scale with the exciting launch of the new PORTNET (www.portnet.com.au) services.  

PORTNET is an integrated IT service that offers high speed broadband Internet direct to the customer without the need for an outside carrier. 

Using both fiber optic cabling (installed by the corporation) and high speed point-to-point secure wireless connectivity that enables PORTNET to reach out a further 15km beyond cabling by DSS radio technology, PORTNET’s customers are then able to connect to the internet and other branch offices via a secure Virtual Private Network. 

Just a matter of months from its launch and PORTNET is already being touted as another “Smart Port” initiative. 
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Port and inland transport

The co-ordination between the port and its inland transportation is highly advanced. 

The port’s major activities, including Integrated services between cargo handling and road, rail and sea interface in the new Multi-Modal Terminal (BMT) have been centralized at the ever growing Fisherman Islands at the mouth of the Brisbane River. 

Here a collaborative operation is run between the rail corporations and the Port Corporation to see the smooth turn over of containers and cargo with all the relevant information about what they are handling being passed down the line. 

The Port’s own systems and standards work well in co-operation with that of the inland transport body’s, resulting in time and cost efficiencies that create an effective hub for the integrated transport of goods from the Brisbane Terminal outbound by rail to the rest of Australia. 

The Fisherman Islands Rail Interface is a modified version from a Sydney operation improved effectively to suit the needs and expectations of the Brisbane Terminal. 

Also located on the Islands is the Port Corporation’s Visitors Centre where the public is encouraged to enjoy the beautiful environmental reserves and restaurants and learn about the port and it’s operation through the multimedia exhibits.

These exhibits were set up by the corporation to create a better public awareness about one of the state’s major economic drivers as it pushes on in it’s quest to become the “First Port” of call in Australia. 

