Marine Software and Third Party Implementers/Integrators, Why to Use?


A cultural shift has happened in the marine industry.  This is the shift towards using information technology (IT) as a basis for improving competitive advantage.  Of course, as many have found out, the implementation of marine IT can be a drain on the organization, not only on a fiscal level, but also with respect to the learning curve that is involved.  


The ship operator needs to ask himself the pointed question:  “How do we, the organization, minimize the cost of IT implementation whilst solving our business needs?”  This question has been asked by almost every company, including those not marine related.  Inevitability, the answer comes back with some form of exploiting known best business practices along with a combination of previous marine experience.  This is where the use of third party systems integrators is most advantageous.  


It should be noted at this point that the term “third party integrator” is used somewhat loosely in this context.  A more applicable relationship/description would be that of a mentor whom is willing to dig into the project and provide the expertise needed to complete a project.  


To begin, we must realize that the marine software houses are, for the most part, providing standard solutions for specific operational areas.  Most of the packages that are available are strong in their respective areas, however, in many cases they may not provide the full functionality that you need.  This is not to say that your business practices can’t adopt to the software or vice versa, however there will be cases when this cannot happen or is simply not practical.


Third party integrators have the ability and tools to ensure that your package can fit within your specific business process requirements.  Whether this is a minor tweak to the flow of data or a major add-on working via interfaces, almost anything is possible.  Saying this, we should remember that the key is to use a standard package as much as possible, only providing alternate solutions when required.  


Getting back to the implementation and the learning curve involved, third party integrators have a number of attributes that place them in a special category when assisting shipping companies: 

· Experience with other Clients and Other Systems – Third party integrators are neutral with respect to the selection of marine software packages, the only caveat is that the systems be able to move you toward your goal.  It is this varied experience with systems and numerous implementations that brings an invaluable knowledge store to your project, from all facets of the industry.

· Capability to work outside of the Box – Third party integrators are not bound within the framework of a software provider.  This means that more creative and ingenious solutions can be offered using the latest tools (such as webMethods, .NET, etc….)

· Non-Conflicting Goals – Being service organizations, third party integrators primary focus is on the client, as the client’s realization of his goals measures the success of the integrator.  Essentially, the integrator is the advocate for the client and he therefore has no motive to provide additional software that may not be needed or fit the model for the business.  

As can be seen, these are some unique concepts surrounding third party integrators, there are many more which space limits the elaboration upon.  The use of third party integrators is analogous to the prevailing trends in the generic enterprise resource planning space.  Your organization has probably already experienced this.  If you’ve implemented an accounting package, human resources package, etc.., you have probably noted a plethora of third parties willing to assist in this endeavor.  

What is especially unique about marine third party integrators is their knowledge of both the marine software packages, the marine industry, and the corporate packages which all must tie back to.  These are things such as Oracle, Lawson, Solomon, JD Edwards, PeopleSoft, SAP, etc… Having these two unique skill sets together is where a large portion of the value is derived.

Of course, as with any new concept emerging in an industry, there are many misnomers around the use of third party integrators.  One such misnomer is the violation of license agreements of the marine software providers.  Actually, this is the furthest thing from the truth.  An integrator is part of your team, helping to ensure your success; they are no different than your own employees, both those ashore and those afloat.  However, it is realized that confidentiality is sacred, not only of your business but also for the software providers as well.  With this in mind, any good third party integrator will execute confidentiality agreements to defeat this non-issue.  

Currency of third party integrators also comes up from time to time.  How do they know all of the ins and outs of the various software packages?  Quite simply, it is their job to know, whether they are assisting in implementing the software or if they are assisting you in selecting the right package for your needs.  You will find that in some cases, their knowledge of the packages is sometimes more than the provider, as the third party integrator must explore every crevice in the software to derive the maximum value and usage out of these packages for their clients.  

Looking back at the original question:  “How do we, the organization, minimize the cost of IT implementation whilst solving our business needs?”  The solution is quite clear and there is a learning curve every step of the way.  This is why third party integrators are there to assist every step of the way; from needs analysis, to selection, during implementation as well as ongoing maintenance & administration.  

Byline:  Management Systems Consulting LLC is a marine IT consulting firm specializing in “using technology to manage operations”.  With a broad and varied clientele and experience base , Management Systems Consulting LLC strives to continually evolve and improve the Best Practices Consulting provided to it’s clients.   www.mgmtsysconsult.com
