TITLE IT in class

DECKHEAD Classification societies, led by Bureau Veritas, ABS, Lloyd's Register and DNV, are becoming very IT-savvy. They are building services and software to help shipowners manage their surveys, view survey reports and obtain information over the web.

SUBHEAD Customer relationship management

The most important way class societies can use IT and the web is to manage the relationship they have with their customers. Rather than have all the reports on a paper-based system, the surveys can be available in electronic format. They can view the survey reports, download them and order surveys online.

Software and online tools do not affect the core business of the class societies, which is, of course, keeping vessels up to scratch. But they do affect the way the class societies interact with their customers.

The benefits of IT tools, the class societies say, has affected the business in many different ways. According to one, it has done a great deal to help the company develop its understanding of the relationship it has with its customers. 
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Caption: Managing your surveys using ClassDirect 

Lloyd's Register makes its information available on ClassDirect live. Shipowners and fleet managers with vessels under the Lloyd's system can access up-to-date survey listings over the web. 

The information is provided on two tiers. The first tier is free of charge, and allows owners and managers of LR-classed vessels to retrieve safety-critical class information. The second tier, which is charged at $1000/year, provides a great deal more information, including the full service history of the vessel. 


A number of new facilities have recently been introduced to the system. Clients can now customise their reports and download them to their own PCs; they can then fax or e-mail them to vessels or other offices. They can order surveys online; they can also access LR's rules and regulations. From a single screen, shipping companies can view the survey status of all the vessels in their fleets. A colour coding system is used, indicating if the survey is overdue. 

Shipowners and managers can book surveys in advance anywhere in the world. They inform LR of the sailing schedule through the website; LR can then schedule the surveys at a suitable time. ClassDirect information is also available through WAP. 


The ClassDirect survey recently won a "Knowledge Management Business" Microsoft Digital Britain Award in the category "Best use of IT for improved decision making," sponsored by SAP and Management Today magazine. 

BUREAU VERITAS
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Bureau Veritas is taking its online services in a completely original direction. It believes it can do a great deal to improve the use of e-commerce in the maritime industry and make people more comfortable with it.

One of the most important benefits of electronic purchasing over normal purchasing is that the buyer can access a much wider array of suppliers than were previously available. The downside of this is that people are less comfortable doing business with people they do not know.

The simple solution which Bureau Veritas suggests is to provide rating services for equipment vendors and the equipment they produce which can be incorporated into an e-commerce website. If you are dealing with a vendor you don't know, you can find out what Bureau Veritas thinks of the company; if it has a positive rating, it should give you much more confidence in doing business. 

Bureau Veritas is particularly interested in offering services for maritime equipment certification. It already claims some 25 per cent market share in the market for maritime equipment certification, and so already has a great deal of data which would be a terrific complement to a site selling maritime equipment. 

The company has already formed partnerhips with a number of online trading companies, including Globalsources, i2i, ProXchange, Surplex and TradeCard, which will lead to its rating information being made available over these websites. 

"We want to bring some order to the internet jungle," says Bernard Anne, senior vice president of the marine division. "When clients want to buy products, they have to know what the quality is. We intend to evaluate the quality of the product." 

The company also plans to offer internet advisory and consultancy services, as well as a range of content services. This includes software tools to calculate the vibration in a ship design and quality control of vendors. A special team is being established in Buffalo, New York State, to specialise in e-business for the company. 

The company has launched ACTSnet, a suite of tools which can be used for quality assurance. This includes tools to manage and distribute and analyse data. 

Bureau Veritas is also offering e-business consulting services. This includes assessing a company's e-business projects and improving their management, adapting the front and the back office to the internet, defining and implementing a service quality standard for e-commerce services, a customer/supplier service quality charter, security charter and audience figures certification. 

Other plans include producing some kind of quality assurance system for seafarers to help them find work over the internet. It could also provide some kind of certification system so that shipping companies can be sure that the seafarers they hire over the internet have the relevant qualifications. 

SUBHEAD The corporate extranet

In addition, Bureau Veritas is continuing to develop VeriSTAR, its extranet product to help shipowners keep up to date on their vessel status. There are currently 2000 ships connected into the system. 

The system has quite a few diverse applications. For instance, shipyards can use VeriSTAR to monitor the status of equipment. It also provides information about all BV-classed ships, including identification, classification and particulars of the hull and propulsion machinery. BV's rules and regulations are available, as well as the details of all the equipment approved by BV, including manufacturer, model and technical characteristics. Shipowners can book surveys, retrieve survey reports and retrieve information about the class status of their ships, including expiry dates and statutory certificates.

SUBHEAD DNV

In January of this year, the Norwegian classification society Det Norske Veritas (DNV) began rolling out its new class concept, Nauticus on Board. It includes a global intranet, which means that DNV offices and shipowners/managers of DNV-classed ships around the world will have access to a real-time database. If a change is made to the database in say, London, then staff in Oslo, Singapore and everywhere else will be able to see the new data. This results in heightened efficiency and it means that shipowners/managers can have access to their survey data no matter where they are, so long as they have a computer with which to access the database.


In essence, Nauticus on Board consists of three separate online services, some of which are more sophisticated than others. The most basic of these is free to users and the most advanced of costs the most and has the most functionality; the user decides how much functionality he would like to have and chooses accordingly. 

The first of these is DNV Exchange Basic. It provides access to class status, survey, certificate and DNV reference information to shipowners. This particular service is free to shipowners and shipmanagers with vessels classed with DNV. 

DNV Exchange Member can be used both online and offline, which makes it relevant to users onboard who do not want to pay high satellite communication costs for online access. It contains all of the features included in Basic, but it also allows the users to follow up on non-class items, such as audits and inspections not handled by DNV. 

DNV Exchange Nauticus is the most advanced model. This application supports DNV’s new class notations, two of which are based on 3D graphic modelling. It is possible to carry out steel weight and coating area calculations and to execute electronic drawings, as well as to ‘walk through’ the vessel. The user can manipulate the model in any way he likes and can focus in on certain areas that might need maintenance. 

SUBHEAD ABS SafeShip

The SafeShip programme is a new class concept from the American Bureau of Shipping (ABS). It is ‘new’ in the sense that it seeks to rationalise a series of software modules that ABS has already been using for some time to monitor the design, construction and survey of ABS-classed vessels. The practice of identifying particularly sensitive areas of a ship’s structure and implementing a comprehensive monitoring programme to ensure that the structure does not fail is nothing new, and is, in fact, the primary function of a classification society. 


SafeShip is not actually a piece of software. It is distinctly a ‘programme’, and not a ‘program’. The distinction is a crucial one. SafeShip is intended to enable ABS and the shipowner to oversee the ship’s structural ‘health’ throughout its entire life, from the drawing board all the way through to its last survey. 


It consists of three separate software modules which are applied at different stages of the ship’s life. The first of these is called SafeHull. SafeHull is an IT tool used during the construction of the vessel. It serves as ABS’ review tool, allowing the class society to evaluate construction methods; the shipyard uses it to design the vessel. First and foremost, SafeHull represents a move away from the empirical formulae used to assess designs which were traditionally used by ABS (and indeed most classification societies) prior to 1993, the year in which SafeHull was introduced. 


SafeHull encompasses three main types of vessels: tankers, bulk carriers and containerships. It was introduced as part of the Rules in 1993, and is therefore mandatory. As a result, ABS does not charge its shipowners for use of the system, which is in line with its belief that IT is an integral, non-optional part of class. 


The software provides the user (which is at this stage ABS itself) with a graphical representation of the ship design. It is implemented in two phases which are logically labelled Phase A and Phase B. Through the application of mathematical models, Phase A determines whether or not the integrity of the individual structural components of the vessel’s structure is sufficient. Phase B uses Finite Element Analysis to evaluate the interactions of the primary and secondary structures and the overall strength of the vessel structure. According to ABS, “SafeHull thus gives the builder, owner and ABS the ability to understand, in quantitative terms, the strengths and weaknesses of a design.” 



According to ABS, over 350 vessels have been built or are under construction according to SafeHull standards, and quite a number of owners already have and use SafeHull. The European distribution comprises 100 installations, and users include shipowners and their representatives, shipyards, consultants, academic institutions and of course ABS itself.


The next step in the SafeShip programme is Enhanced Hull Construction Monitoring (EHCM). This is not actually a software package either. It is simply a means of ensuring that the information gained from SafeHull (i.e., which parts of the vessel will need special attention during construction) is put to effective use. Under EHCM, the shipyard is required to document its compliance to ABS’ standards, and ABS is obligated to oversee the entire process. “We’ve always monitored construction, but now the standard being used and the actual alignment of plates, etc. is required to be documented by the shipyard, and ABS is required to observe it,” says David Jones, manager of technology and business development for ABS Europe. 


The information then flows on to the third part of the programme, SafeNet Hull Maintenance. This software module allows the user to store complete “as-built” vessel drawings. ABS does all of the data preparation as a service to the shipowner. The following drawings and data are included: general arrangement, capacity plan, shell expansion, midship section, transverse bulkhead, construction profile, deck plans, fore end construction, aft end contstruction and cargo hold construction. These electronic drawings then form the framework for the collection of historical data about the vessel, which includes whether or not it has been damaged, when it was fixed and ABS’ requirements. It is also possible to link photo images to damage histories so that the parties involved can easily access and see the actual damage to the vessel. In addition, the user is also free to enter information that is not subject to class scrutiny and ABS allows complete confidentiality in this respect.


All of the information about a certain part of the vessel structure can be pulled up by simply clicking on it. It shows the shipowner/manager/operator when and where maintenance needs to be applied. For instance, in the case of plate corrosion, graphical charts show exactly when plate thickness will fall below a prescribed level, thereby allowing the shipowner to take action and have the plate seen to in good time. Parts of the structure that are approaching an acceptable limit are highlighted in yellow, while parts which have fallen below an acceptable level are highlighted in red. Also, the user can conduct searches which will provide lists of all of the parts that are approaching limits of some kind. Upon receiving feedback from users, ABS is also looking to introduce graded colour coding. Corrosion patterns, for example, could then be easily seen.  


The Hull Maintenance module also highlights the ‘critical’ areas identified by the SafeHull module so that users will be alerted to special maintenance needs.


An adjunct to the SafeShip information flow is a piece of software called Vessel Drawings which displays the 16 most frequently used vessel drawings in an electronic format. It serves as an efficient means of distribution and storage, and it is also possible to electronically annotate the drawings. The drawings are provided on a CD-ROM by ABS for the user; the user is at liberty to enter as many other drawings into the system as he likes.


The best thing about SafeShip is that it is implemented at no cost to the shipowner whatsoever. ABS undertakes to prepare all the data, install the software and train the shipowner. ABS will therefore have to swallow a huge cost in order to supply the service, but it believes that the use of IT to enhance class is now a bare minimum of the services provided by classification societies. According to David Robinson, director of technology of   foforABS, “You should use all the strength of analysis, computing and database technologies in the [implementation of class]. Such an approach should be normal rather than optional. The recent developments in IT by class should be viewed in the same way as other research carried out to support improvement of the Rules and this is how we are using the advances in IT.” 


In time, ABS intends to extend the ‘SafeShip’ philosophy to machinery and human factors in order to arrive at a complete picture of vessel operation. 
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