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Crewing Systems

In the days of the press gang, the selection criterion for potential hands was rather simple; if you were able-bodied, you’d do.

 Nor was a great deal of attention paid to the terms and conditions of employment or leave. 

In these enlightened and more regulated times, selection criteria are more sophisticated and the seafarer’s rights are taken more seriously. For shipowners and managers alike, crew management is now an increasingly complex function, nowhere more so than the cruise industry where crew numbers and the variety of roles are both high.

To help owners and managers to deal with these challenges, software companies have developed applications that cover all aspects of crewing, from initial crew selection and allocation to vessels, through training, assessment and payroll. 

These systems are becoming more popular with shipowners and managers including the likes of BP and Carnival. Systems providers include Manpower Software, Avecs and Vector Maritime.

SUBHEAD

Vector

Paul Ashton outlines how Vector Maritime’s Crewing module handles the selection off a crew member for a particular vessel. 

“The cycle starts when a vacancy is created for a crew member,” he says. 

“This vacancy is for a particular role and has the relevant selection criteria attached to it; for example certifications and rank. 

“The system checks and filters personnel availability against these criteria and allows the user to review the results of appraisals, service in similar position and training. 

“Based on this review the user can select the most suitable candidate for the post”. 

To assist with recruitment from manning agencies, Vector will soon be adding web pages that allow the agencies to submit candidates online against the stated criteria.  

The system holds a black list and filters out candidates who might have the appropriate qualifications but whom the company does not wish to employ. 

These would include seafarers whose performance had been unsatisfactory on a previous voyage with the company.

After selecting the crew member, the owner or manager can use the Crewing module to set up his allocation to a particular vessel and the necessary travel arrangements. 

The Master of the vessel is then notified of the plan and, in due course, confirms the crew member’s arrival on board. All this information is stored in the system’s database both on board and ashore.

SUBHEAD

Manpower software

Planning the sourcing and allocation of crew in large fleets is a huge task. 

Consider the challenge faced by Carnival Cruises, which has 70 vessels in its group fleet, and almost 50,000 crewmembers. 

Manpower Software’s MAPS crew manning software addresses this with its Crew Optimiser. 

Modelling ships and positions and showing required skills and certificates, the Fleet Planning application helps the owner to model current and future demand for crew across the whole fleet and to calculate estimated crewing costs for budgeting purposes. 

While Fleet Planning handles requirements at the overall level, Head Hunter is an automated scheduling engine that seeks the right candidate to fill each specific post. When the crew member is selected, the Crew Assignment Wizard ensures that all elements of the assignment process are complete, from arranging travel to sending reminders about visas and passports.

When the crew member is on board, systems are now assisting in allocating him or her to particular tasks. This is particularly important on cruise vessels where the numbers of crew and roles are high, making management of work within regulations very complex. 

MAPS provides automated rostering tool, MAPS Taskforce that allows the owner to assign the most suitable person to on-board shifts and duties while enforcing the ILO 180 working time directive and reducing overtime. The web-based timesheet system allows crew to enter actual hours worked. The reporting system will then identify any ILO 180 nonconformance.

SUBHEAD

Database

At the core of systems like MAPS and Vector is a database that contains all the records relating to each individual, including rank, certification, appraisals, service history and payroll. Ensuring that ship and shore databases hold the same records is vital. 

Vector’s approach is to provide the vessel with the data records it needs while exerting tight control on how data is updated. 

Mr Ashton explains, “We do not aim to replicate the complete central database on each vessel. Doing so is not only unnecessary but risky; if a vessel decides to delete certain records that it believes are not relevant, this action might be replicated on the central database with adverse consequences”. 

There are other advantages to this. “The vessel does not need the full schema and all the forms that head office might hold – they will have no use for them,” says Ashton. “Providing the slimmed down version reduces the amount of user training required”. 

Mr Ashton describes the approach as having a central database with various different views. Every time a record in an onboard system is amended, the change is communicated to the central database, and vice-versa. Since the changes are small this does not have a significant effect on communication costs.

The content of the database depends in part on the focus of the software provider. Manpower Software, for example, concentrates on efficiently scheduling and deploying people in complex, mission-critical environments – their focus is on people rather than on the complete maritime environment and this is reflected in the content of the database. 

By contrast, Vector’s Crew module is part of a complete suite of maritime applications that cover all aspects of ship management including safety management, maintenance etc. 

Vector’s database includes all these elements and can link them to the relevant personnel. For example, if an individual has been involved in a safety incident, the incident record can be linked automatically to his service record. Similarly, a vessel’s performance can be linked to the presence onboard of key staff: an energetic Chief Engineer might drive faster and more efficient maintenance and improved engine performance. This kind of operational data is available in the complete database.

SUBHEAD

Appraisals

Direct performance records normally take the form of appraisals. In MAPS, this falls within the Crew HR and Scheduling module of the Crew Manager application, which manages crew appraisals and score recording, promotion indicators and offence tracking. 

Mr Ashton points out that while annual appraisals are still the norm there is a growth in the use of continuous assessment as part of an overall career evolution in which there is a strong emphasis on training. Vector has worked with training agencies to assemble a comprehensive database of training courses, which is included in the application and provides a ready resource for HR managers.

MAPS includes a Training and Certificates Manager, which manages the training lifecycle from applications to bookings. The system ensures that all training and certificates are accurately recorded, which is particularly important to comply with legislation such as STCW. The module allows training to be tailored to the individual’s requirements, scheduled, for example, when needed for a specific post or certification. By adopting this more targeted approach, MAPS users have achieved significant reductions in training costs.

Ashton believes these systems have great potential both for the owner and the individual crew member. The underlying assumption is that looking after the crew and providing a satisfying career evolution will improve the quality of vessel operations to everyone’s benefit. A carrot, in other words, rather than the cat.

