	"When all you have is a hammer, the whole world looks like a nail."

	by Mark Stennett, March 2001

	

	Perhaps a more applicable title might be "when all you have is an Internet hammer, the whole maritime world looks like a nail"

And so it has been the way of things for the past year or so in what has been a much documented and debated period of shipping history, albeit a short one. Just as a bit of sanity is being forced upon the business plans of the dot coms we are seeing another interesting nail emerging as a value adding application of the web. This is one that has huge potential but can also be dangerous territory to venture into. It is of course "web enabled business processes"

It seems that this is the latest catch cry and what a ripper of an expression it is. We simply re-engineer business processes taking into account the new web technology, we look credible in the aftermath of the early failures and bang, overnight...we all save bucket loads of money.

As with the first round of earth shattering web applications, so too does this one appear to be built on solid foundations of logic and efficiency. It appears at a time when the thinking is shifting from looking at the Internet as a revenue-generating tool to that of a money saving tool. A rational shift I do actually believe in and hopefully one that won't turn out to be as futile as the first round, but it does come with a warning. Only hit those nails where it is appropriate and while you're at it, ask the nail if it wants to be hit and if so, will it participate in the process.

There is certainly nothing new about putting software underneath business processes, be it bespoke or shrink wrapped software. From what we hear however, I can't help thinking that everyone seems to be assuming all processes are the same in nature and just dying to be taken online. We also need to appreciate the actual size of task involved here and perhaps challenge or at least examine the assumption that there are companies out there willing to participate. Lack of participation is what has blown up Internet hopes to date and yet willing participation is needed more than ever when we start talking about business processes. Of course there are companies out there involved but it is the actual people who do the work that need to participate and that is not so easy. We are, after all, talking about the way people spend their days working in processes that they themselves probably designed. The argument of efficiencies at all costs, whilst ignoring the social aspects is great in theory, but tough to implement. Resistance is not to be unexpected.

Elementary Processes 101

Understanding how the web will support business processes requires a look at the different nature of processes. At the risk of enforcing boundaries where grey areas reside processes tend to be either linear or multi-dimensional in nature. Linear processes usually have clearly defined inputs and outputs and follow a regular and narrowly defined pattern. By comparison, multi-dimensional processes are almost exactly the opposite. Further they can each be either internal processes or external. Internal processes are more easily controlled because they reside essentially within the organisation and external processes do not. Now for the problem. Despite attempts to cut vertically into the organisation, the web operates best outside of the organisation. That is after all where the first two w's came from in www.

The easiest processes to analyse and re-engineer (for want of a less nineties fad word) with new cool technology are the internal, linear ones. Take accounting for example. Very internal, very linear, very controlled and… very computerised already. Now lets journey to the other extreme and visit the chartering process. Very dynamic, very multi dimensional and very external to the organisation. It is little wonder that this is where we are all struggling to get online. Somewhere in the middle is the procurement process, which although largely external, is relatively linear in nature. Although by no means a shoe-in, procurement sites appear to be settling down, gaining credibility and even customers. Whilst it may not appear so, they are far ahead of the chartering mob.

Participation is vital

When putting computer systems under processes (web or otherwise) you tend to have two options. Mirror the existing process so as not to upset anyone, or re-engineer the process to utilise new technologies and thus become more efficient. The latter sounds very sexy doesn't it (if you're into this sort of thing I guess) but is also the most difficult to achieve. 

Try to force a change and you are likely to encounter resistance from those that actually work in the process. The best way therefore is to engage these very people and get them to participate in developing the new process. This is an important point. You have to keep the managers and the techies at bay thus allowing the actual people who work in the process to decide how it should be done. Further to this it cannot be done in isolation from the other functions of the business, including customers and suppliers. After all the input to one persons slice of the process is the output of someone else's and so it goes. As the procurement industry has already discovered there is pain to be felt. The question is how much pain will an organisation stand to achieve efficiencies that are at present an unknown quantity. Then add in the challenge of doing it across a global industry and start to think about the size of the task ahead. Get this mix right however and you can oversee some real quantum changes.

Another way is to simply mirror the existing process and make them more efficient. I say simply but what seems simple can be fraught with complication. Certain conflicts exist between the need for data to be structured and flexible at the same time. The two do not go well together. This is because computers work to rule, whereas people, and especially markets, do not. What happens when a Union wants to go on strike without technically going on strike. They work to rule; do everything by the book and yet nothing gets done. Everyone knows that you have to work around rules…everyone except computers that is.

The general response of techies is to allow more and more rules to reflect the endless possibilities that may arise in a process. Do this and very quickly you will not get anyone to understand your system, let alone use it. You will turn chartering personnel into data entry clerks and operations personnel into accountants when all the time all everyone wants to do is type in free text.

Shipping…More Art than Science ?

There are plenty of people willing to claim that the industry is changing and a move toward consolidation, standardisation and commoditisation is inevitable, on the way, and not stopping for anyone. I can't help feeling however that it's a bit like Einstein telling Leonardo da Vinci about this great stuff he's been working on called quantum mechanics, which will mean that by combining atoms together he can produce better paint and soon anyone will be able to paint the Mona Lisa and they will do it more efficiently and sell more (and there's Einstein with his hand out for one and a quarter of course).

New and evolving technology is vital of course, but it will not in itself paint a better Mona Lisa or build the better chartering system. It's the creative, artful software backed by great technology that will truly improve processes and bring the shipping industry on line…but only where appropriate and only with full participation of the industry.

After seemingly doing nothing in this article but sledging efforts to "web enable processes" I must point out that I do actually believe in it. It is to some extent what both Network Chartering and Shipbroker Exchange are about. The point is, to go in with eyes wide open, understand more than the technology and look at appropriateness of where to aim your hammer.

By the way, I haven't even started on the other big maritime nail being targeted at present…back office integration… but that's for another rainy London day.


