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Plugging IT into the Supply Chain 

By Hans Hickler 


On a daily basis, both the art and science of shipping freight are undergoing a remarkable transformation before our eyes. 

Traditional point-to point transportation is giving way to full-service logistics. Long-term supply chain management contracts and cooperative shipper-carrier-supplier partnerships are replacing isolated transportation transactions. Alongside volume and distance, two new elements – time and value-added – have emerged as critical factors in service and pricing. 

These developments are bringing about a fundamental change, from a traditionally asset-based industry to one relying increasingly on information technology (IT) solutions to manage greater cargo volumes and more complex routing and scheduling. 

Historically, transportation has been viewed as a ‘bricks and mortar’ business, made up of ships, planes, trains, trucks, terminals, containers, trailers, chassis and warehouses. Of course ready access to these, and to professionally staffed customer service and branch office networks, still make up the logistics and transportation service ‘backbone’. 

But the fundamentals of transportation are being stretched by ever-increasing customer demand for information transparency. Manufacturers and shippers are raising the performance bar, pushing service providers for the ability to convert timely, accurate, relevant shipment information into real-time business decisions and fast responses to changing market and competitive conditions. 

Commercialisation of the internet, development of the world wide web and the rise of e-commerce are, almost overnight, giving shippers, carriers and their supply chain partners access to common, easily accessible platforms for exchanging real-time information. Suddenly within our reach is a seamless electronic system of freight and equipment tracking, scheduling and booking, documentation transmittal, price quotes and freight billing. 

The remarkable convergence seen in only the past two years in the surface transportation sector – of supply chain integration, business to business internet applications, and deregulation encouraging more creative, co-operative contractual arrangements between shippers and carriers – is no accident. All are mutually supportive developments that tap the power of supply chain partnerships and technology to mobilise assets and add value.  

Several transportation and logistics providers now have a Web interface with  their customers, as well as basic shipment tracing and status capability. But as customers begin to identify unique service needs, it becomes clear that very few companies offer viable, quality information solutions. Small and large businesses alike are increasingly global in both their sourcing and sales. Order fulfillment and customer service are increasingly time-definite. Competition has shortened product cycles and time to market. Supply chain strategies are becoming standard to e-commerce.

In such a marketplace, a more sophisticated level of information exchange is required, beyond raw shipment status data. The challenge is to put a continuous stream of relevant production and shipment information at the customer’s fingertips, from factory floor to assembly and distribution points, to each leg of the transportation move, to the delivery destination, and then enable the customer to quickly, easily access, analyze and act on that information.

Our customers are choosing to do business with carriers that have higher levels

of transportation reliability and information capability.  'Upgrading' partners allows them to 'upgrade' their internal business practices across the board. They no longer have to have different levels for different functions, which makes good business sense.

 
No one can claim to have all of the solutions in terms of floor to floor supply chain management, in part because customer demand and technology change almost daily. All the more reason that manufacturers and shippers must begin asking prospective logistics partners key questions about current and future service capabilities. Among them:

· SKU/loading information: Can the customer track freight on a continuing basis throughout the move at the SKU level, within the container and on board the truck, train, ship or plane? How quickly is that information available from time of packing?

· Status information: Does tracing begin and end with transit, or does it begin at the factory floor and end at the shipment’s ultimate destination, be it the customer’s premises or delivery to the customer’s customer? How frequently is status information updated at each leg of the shipment for purposes of exception reporting?

· Transmittal of B/L and other documentation: Is SKU/loading information automatically converted to bill of lading (B/L), purchase order, cargo manifest and other required documents? Is a double-checking system in place to ensure errors aren’t duplicated throughout the chain? Are shipping documents forwarded in the required electronic or paper formats ahead of the shipment to minimise delays?

· Customer interface: What is the customer’s experience of web-enabled and other customer service channels? Is the site easy to navigate and customise according to each user’s information needs? Is obtaining management reports as simple and intuitive a process as calling up raw data? Can the customer act quickly and easily through the system on the information received? Is online support, both automated and in-person, readily available? 

· Analytical tools: Can shipment status, documentation, rate and schedule information be easily combined and customised in historic, trend analysis and exception reports that support customer decision making? Can reports be ‘pushed’ to the customer as alerts? Can the customer easily utilise data to measure performance against established metrics?

· Customer access: Does the customer enjoy the full range of options for accessing shipment information and analysis from office, home and the field? Is the quality of response the same from each channel? Are adequate well-trained personnel on call to provide accurate, consistent support when an automated response is insufficient?

The pace of change in our industry has indeed been dramatic and APL’s particular emphasis on value-added IT has meant that new investment has been directed heavily toward expansion of IT-related services. 

In addition to ensuring IT infrastructure readiness, APL’s launch into the e-commerce arena has led to significant process redesign and application development.  It has meant a rapid, logical progression, from web-enabling traditional industry processes in 1996 – freight booking, tracing, schedules, documentation – to personalisation and customisation of the user interface in 1998 and finally, to our current emphasis, the development of new value-added information products for our customers - products that did not exist in the industry before. 

Some of these ‘industry firsts’ include:

· NetTrac software that provides APL Logistics customers with SKU-level supply chain visibility – especially powerful when  integrated with our ASN Toolkit, which provides visibility at the earliest stages, from the factory floor onward. 

· Exception management features that allow inventory management on a more timely and relevant basis as defined and specified by the logistics customer.

· Homeport, the award-winning, customised web portal that provides APL liner customers with full shipment visibility, transaction capability and content management in a personalised and customisable manner. Homeport enables customers to transact their business with APL with best-in-class interfaces, and with information and transactions one click away.  

· A Shipment Summary shipment portfolio tool that gives customers aggregated visibility, by shipment status, including the ability to set certain event thresholds and ‘drill down’ into bill of lading and container details with a click of the mouse.

· A QuickReport analysis tool that combines shipment status, documentation and schedule and rate-pertinent data into historic, exception and performance measurement reports. Its online capabilities allow customers to develop, format, save and schedule report delivery through their Homeport. This product, along with Homeport’s Shipment Summary Portfolio, represents a significant step in APL’s fundamental shift towards management and delivery of exception-based shipment information.

· An internet bill of lading product that offers customers the ability to submit, proof and print their original bills of lading online. This revolutionary product is a personalised workflow collaboration solution to an arduous paper-intensive industry practice and delivers clear monetary value to customers by allowing them quicker letter of credit (L/C) settlements.

· A wireless application protocol (WAP) interface that gives customers immediate shipment-tracking capability from the field via wireless phones and handheld devices with web access capability. 

Developing these new products and capabilities has entailed partnerships that only a few years ago would have seemed highly unlikely for a transportation company, with companies such as IBM, Cisco Systems, Oracle and MCI WorldCom.

We learned some important lessons early on. For example, as internet e-commerce has proliferated in recent years, customer expectations on the web have become extremely sophisticated. We cannot expect customers used to dealing with best-in-class web interfaces, such as Land’s End, Charles Schwab or Yahoo, to endure any difference in their APL Web experience. The customer interface must be ‘best in class’, not simply ‘best in industry’.

Nor should an internet-based site be viewed as a replacement technology that allows companies to scale back more traditional forms of customer support. Customer support is as relevant in the e-commerce arena as it is anywhere else, but it needs to be redefined. At APL, we have dedicated around-the-clock representatives available to customers who use our suite of e-commerce products.  These professionals are available online, through internet relay chat, as well as by telephone, to assist our customers.  In addition, they proactively contact our customers to introduce new value products and to ensure that their APL e-commerce experience is best-in-class. 

Creating new value is the underlying non-negotiable as customers’ requirements range from basic transportation needs to full-service logistics and supply chain management services. Standing still is not an option. Market demand and technological innovation provide the catalyst for rapidly creating innovative end-to-end business logistics solutions. 

All it takes is the right partner – a partner focused on leveraging infrastructure, supply chain expertise and technology.
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