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Data integration in container shipping
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The biggest challenge in making the container shipping process electronic is integrating the different parties together. Tim Power explains 
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Imagine two businessmen, one an American, one a Korean, who have no understanding of each other’s language, being put in a room together and told to negotiate a complex business deal. This is the world without data integration and, not surprisingly, it doesn’t work.

Imagine we then add an interpreter who can translate literally what each is saying to the other but can’t interpret meaning. When the American, in a moment of exuberance at the thought of the coming deal, says “Way to go Mr. Kim!”, Mr. Kim looks very unhappy and walks out. This is what we might describe as an interface without integration.

Finally, we bring Mr. Kim back and add an interpreter who understands and can express the underlying meaning of what is being said. He explains that “Way to go Mr. Kim” is an expression of pleasure and encouragement and not an invitation to leave. Mr. Kim smiles and the deal is signed. This is integration. 
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Linking different parties 

Integration  is vitally important in container shipping because so many parties are involved in the movement of any particular consignment. A container moving from Hong Kong to Frankfurt, for example, will be hauled to the port by a third party trucker, lifted onto the vessel by a third party terminal operator, moved on an alliance partner’s vessel to the destination port, discharged by another third party terminal operator, railed by a third party rail operator and finally delivered by a third party trucker. And that is just the physical movement. 

Other parties such as the buyer and seller and their respective banks are also involved in this process. The transfer of data between all these parties is laborious, complex and unavoidable.

When the lines built their first computer systems, their initial focus was to automate and speed up the creation and transmission of their own commercial documentation (faster cargo handling meant that vessels were not in port for long so documentation had to be speeded up). 

At that time most lines were represented by agents who developed their own local systems; communicating with third parties was not on the agenda. As a result, the shipping industry has inherited systems can’t talk to each other (and indeed, system that often cannot talk internally either) and has been grappling with this challenge since the early 1990s.. 

There are two broad answers to the problem: first, teach all systems to speak the same language; second, provide interpreters (or integration engines as they are known).

The first route, known as tightly coupled integration, has been taken by some lines to get their internal systems communicating. Shipping line Hapag-Lloyd, for example, adopted a fully integrated system where data can move freely between commercial and operational applications. The data generated in the transaction systems is stored in a large data warehouse which provides the basis for analytical and management tools. This gives Hapag-Lloyd a high level of day-to-day control and almost instant visibility of its financial results.

The second route, loosely coupled integration, is particularly relevant where multiple parties need to exchange data. This route relies on systems sending messages that are processed through an integration engine before being forwarded in the appropriate format to the message recipient’s system. 

The first example of this was EDI, which is now well developed in ports and major inland depots (in the port of Antwerp, for example, over 5 million EDI messages were exchanged in 2000). However, traditional EDI was laborious to set up and only allowed transmission between two parties. It was, therefore, best suited to high volumes of messages between long term partners. 

The commercial development of the Internet both offers and demands greater flexibility; more parties can be linked and want to be linked. This has led to the growth of integration service providers and the development of new languages suited to Internet communication, most importantly XML.
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Mapping messages 

Despite appearances, an integration engine is not a magic wand and there is no escape from up-front effort in mapping messages and meaning even when an existing platform is used. For example, IAS (International Asset Systems, owners of InterBox) is now in the process of implementing its new Depot Manager for Triton Container and is using webMethods’ integration platform to set up the links between the different players. 

“The integration platform allows us to set the communication rules as a Transaction Partner Profile (TPP),“ says Steve Dowse IAS’s CIO, ”This includes items such as setting the data formats to be used, the frequency of communication and the level of security. This set up needs to be done for each party. “ 

“We have seen three main categories of Partner Profile: for Triton Container, the Transaction Partner Profile specifies messages tailored to Triton’s enterprise systems whereas large US depot companies like Global and Container Care use industry standard message sets.  Smaller depots can upload information to the IAS Hub through a web browser,” he says. As Mr Dowse points out, although each party is unique, the set up process gets quicker with practice. 
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GT Nexus

GT Nexus has undertaken one of the most ambitious integration projects in the industry, connecting its 12 carrier partners (APL, CP Ships, Crowley, CSAV, Hanjin, Hyundai, K Line, MOL, Senator, Wan Hai, Yang Ming and Zim) to the GT Nexus platform. 

“This integration is not simply about receiving messages, “ says Greg Johnsen, vice president products at GT Nexus. “It allows complex conversations to take place between the shipper and the carrier.” 

For example, shippers booking through GT Nexus receive an online booking confirmation where a booking is accepted or a counter proposal where the shipper’s request cannot be accommodated. They can also view the status of a booking with a carrier whether or not it was made through GT Nexus. The platform provides not only a means of access to the underlying carriers but also a suite of integrated applications that holds all the transaction data. 

GT Nexus based its Global-Connect integration engine on a Vitria platform that it extended and configured for logistics. “Global-Connect has proved very versatile.” says Mr Johnsen. “ We have used it to integrate carriers, logistics providers and shippers and consignees.” 

Implementation however, is not just about technology: as well as the integration engine, GT Nexus has developed a formal, thorough and systematic approach to the integration process that it follows with any new partner and that it supports with its own professional services team. 

As the adoption of integration becomes more widespread, it will create enormous gains in efficiency and time compression within the container shipping industry and the whole logistics chain.  Consider for a moment the simple event of a container being packed at a Container Freight Station (CFS). In future the CFS system will communicate the packing event in real time to carrier and 3PL systems that will in turn feed those of the shipper and consignee, creating instant visibility across the supply chain.  

This leads us to what is being described the Next Big Thing: the “Real Time Enterprise”. The idea is that whole business processes, not just applications, will be integrated through a top layer application that has a real time automated conversation with all the applications that contribute to the business process. 
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Other tools

Asera (see www.asera.com ) claims that its eBusiness Operating System manages the entire interaction model for the user, providing a single sign-on, a common user interface in any language and on any device and allowing the composition of new applications from many disparate applications both within and outside the company.  

David Roberts, Chief Executive of The Infrastructure Forum (www.itf.org )sees three distinct steps in getting to this point: first, the company digitises its processes; second, it takes them on line; third, it extends these online processes outside the traditional boundaries of the organisation; finally it moves to real time. 

Simple stuff. What are you waiting for?

