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IT at Intermodal

The sight of the Sky Eye stand, with its slightly sinister “All Seeing, All Knowing” tag line, dominating the entry aisle to the Intermodal 2001 exhibition was encouraging for aficionados of shipping IT. However, the experience of going past this stand and into the rest of the exhibition was rather like buying some software: once you got inside the enormous and glossy box, there wasn’t as much there as you had hoped.

There is no doubt that IT in shipping has taken a large dose of reality in the 2 years since the heady days of the Internet boom. Gone is the talk of the paradigm shift; gone is the scorn for the potential customers who “just don’t get it”. Instead, there is an acceptance that evolution and not revolution is the way that IT will develop in this conservative market place. The focus now is on providing tools to enhance existing processes rather than grand schemes to change the face of the industry.

Those confident or determined enough to take exhibition stands included the satellite-tracking providers Sky Eye (www.sky-eye.com) and Hansestar (www.hansestar.de); the carrier portal INTTRA (www.inttra.com); the software houses Qiva (www.qiva.com) and Soft Ship (www.softship.com); and the container exchange SynchroNet (www.synchronetmarine.com). Other service and software providers, such as IAS (www.interasset.com), Trade Ship (www.tradeshiponline.com) and Navis (www.navis.com), prowled through the show looking for customers to entice and competitors to savage.

Given the importance that the industry now attaches to IT, one might have expected a high level of interest in e-business at this year’s show. Informa did, and created a specific track for this issue, recruiting senior people from Pricewaterhouse Coopers, Currie European Transport, Qiva, SynchroNet, P&O Nedlloyd, UTI and DAKOSY to speak. Extraordinarily, attendance was appallingly low. How to explain this? A number of possibilities suggest themselves: first, Informa has got its conference pricing wrong; second, the e-business track was inappropriately positioned in the programme; third, lines and leasing companies already know all they need to know about IT; fourth, lines and leasing companies know so little about IT that they don’t realise what it could be doing for them. Take your pick or add your own!

A large part of the conference programme was devoted to the development of intermodal transport within Europe. The terms “innovation” and “European rail operators” have rarely appeared in the same sentence but there are people who believe they will and are working to prove it. Among these is Qiva, which scored a signal success when it secured the contract to develop a new set of systems for the US stack train operator, Pacer. These are being used successfully in the US and have been repackaged as iQ-Rail for wider market adoption. iQ-Rail aims to cover all the operating systems requirements of a rail carrier or rail wholesaler: quotes to customers through to payment receipts; the use of route tables to estimate profitability and to control costs and revenue; tools for asset and equipment lease management. It is, of course, fully EDI integrated. Qiva hopes to use its success with Pacer to promote this solution to the steadily growing number of players wishing to operate their own trains in Europe.

Sky Eye is also working hard in the rail market and has recently installed its intelligent remote monitoring systems on 50 of Intercontainer-Interfrigo’s refrigerated rail cars. These devices comprise: a Global Positioning System (GPS) module for location tracking; a communication modem, either satellite or cellular, for data transmission; a microprocessor for data processing; communication antenna; a power generation and management unit; independent sensors for measuring and recording; a microprocessor to interface with the micro-controller of the refrigeration unit.  Relevant messages are sent from the remote asset to Sky Eye's Data Management Center, where the raw data is processed and transformed into practical and valuable information. This is an important component of the service, allowing data integration with the operators systems, access via a web browser or event reporting by email. On the personnel side, Sky Eye has also taken on Claude Fiquet, formerly Secretary of the European Intermodal Association and head of SNCF cargo, to strengthen its position in this market.

Developments in container tracking were reviewed by Dr. Christian Böttger of ISL Bremen (www.isl.org) as part of the Container and Asset Management track of the conference. He listed the three classes of data that are needed as: position; events and status; and cargo state. Citing the example of Hansestar, Boettger showed that the technology to capture this data is now ready and available. He points out though that technology alone is not enough. “ Logistics concepts need transparency and completeness of tracking at consignment level. This can only be obtained through the integration of different data sources along the chain. An important obstacle is the lack of willingness to pass on tracking information to other partners in the chain”. He also cautioned against overdoing it. “Not everything needs to be traceable in real time. You need to ask yourself ‘ what do I really need to run my operation’ and ‘what do I need to serve my customers’”.

Getting closer to real time visibility will allow the more effective deployment of onland operations optimisation tools. Willem van Vorstenbos of Schneider Logistics BV (www.schneiderlogistics.com) demonstrated how these tools could support optimisation at different levels: strategic optimisation concentrated on getting the infrastructure right. e.g. which port and ICD to use; tactical optimisation applied closed loop analysis to see how flows could be combined to minimize empty running,  Both of these levels of optimisation were driven by careful analysis and modeling of the data. Particularly interesting were his observations on operational optimisation. “ At this level there are too many influencing factors and not enough time to analyse them. To deal with this situation, we need decision support systems that are facilitated by on board computing, GPS and mobile communications. Putting these together gives us truly integrated operational optimisation and a great opportunity to reduce costs.” This presentation included a useful warning, “In this industry, it is not the big who will swallow the small or the fast who will swallow the slow. It is the smart who will swallow the stupid.”

While John Christensen was explaining to the Container and Asset Management conference how Sterling Commerce (www.sterlingcommerce.com) was developing and expanding the EDI communication services of Cedex, which it acquired back in 1999, back on the floor of the exhibition IAS announced its own plans to move into the depot arena. In January 2002 it will launch Depot Manager, a new service designed to capture, process and communicate gate events and maintenance and repair data for containers and chassis passing through terminals and depots. IAS is aiming to deliver automated workflow to an administration-heavy segment of ocean carriers' and lessors' operations. This move will take IAS head to head with Sterling in an arena where the latter is well entrenched and is likely to be difficult to dislodge. IAS must be hoping that Sterling’s size and wide spread of interests make it slow to respond to this competitive threat. 

Let’s leave the last word to Brian Bolam of Columbus Logistics who had some pertinent and hard-headed views on the characteristics of winners and losers in the logistics e-marketplace.  “ Winners will provide what users want today and be able to evolve with their clients; they will provide low or no cost connectivity, visibility and flexibility, they will add value through analytics and proactive cost productivity, they will build default standards; they will understand the logistics market”. By contrast “ losers will be deploying bleeding edge technology, they will over-invest, they will be ignorant of logistics, they will be info/intermediaries adding little value”. 

May I suggest a quick audit?  
