TITLE The buyer’s guide from BASS

DECKHEAD In this month’s issue of ITALICS Digital Ship ITALICS, Amrit Nepal of BASS highlights some aspects of choosing a shipmanagement software package. 

In the last issue of ITALICS Digital Ship ITALICS, I tried to shed some light on the hidden cost elements of a software development project and my conclusion was that it is a better option for a shipping company to put more effort into the vendor selection process rather than venturing into in-house development.  Done correctly, this should result in much lower total cost of ownership. Therefore, in this month’s ITALICS Digital Ship ITALICS I am providing a list of criteria you should look into when choosing a software vendor.

CROSSHEAD Vision

The solution you are buying from a vendor should be just as visionary as the vendor itself. When a vendor is presenting software to you, ask him a few simple questions, such as: What will shipping business processes be like in three years’ time? And will this piece of software be able to evolve to address these changes? 

It is believed that three major drivers that will affect the shipping industry in the years to come: information and communication technology (ICT), globalisation and environmental issues. How will these drivers impact business processes and the software that is built around those processes? A visionary vendor which continuously looks forward and is able to evolve dynamically is instrumental. It is also very important to note that the cost of switching software is extremely high, as this involves the price of the software itself, as well as a whole lot of other things like data conversion, implementation and user training. You know where you will want to be in three years’ time and you need to ensure that your vendor’s vision is aligned with yours because you do not want to have to change your vendor every three years.

As an example: there are significant reasons to believe that the cost of ship-to-shore communications will eventually come down to a level where it would be possible for users on board vessels to browse the internet. This will probably have a dramatic impact on purchasing processes – is the solution you are buying today going to be able to cope with the changes of tomorrow? 

CROSSHEAD Product range

How wide a range is the vendor offering? Department managers are focused on the operation of their department; purchasing managers want a nice piece of purchasing software; and finance managers want financial software. But several processes span both of these. For example, when a purchaser has to make a purchasing decision, he wants to know if he still has any money left under the budget for that item. He requires both the budget and the actual figures. But this information cannot be presented effectively if the purchasing and financial systems are not seamlessly integrated, which they probably won’t be if they come from two different vendors. Real IT synergy comes from having a solution made of seamlessly integrated software that spans all the departments within your enterprise. So it is important to know the range of products a vendor is offering and it’s future product development strategy. 

CROSSHEAD Proximity to users

Shipping is a niche market from a software vendor’s perspective. It is said that a big ERP vendor like SAP will never get into shipping, simply for the reason that it doesn’t have maritime expertise. Nor does it have any interest in investing the time or the money to obtain it because the potential volume of business is not big enough. This means that, most of the time, generic industry solutions do not usually apply to shipping. 

Maritime expertise comes from being close to the real users. Try to take a closer look into the methodology employed by the vendor to gather information about user requirements. 

CROSSHEAD Technological superiority

Information technology is developing faster than any other technology. The arrival of internet has changed or is going to change the way a lot of business is done.  B2B integration is going to be one of the key areas where major efficiency gains will take place. Companies will have to look not only into their own business processes, but also those of their trading partners. Applications should extend beyond the company’s firewall to link suppliers and customers, and ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) systems will eventually evolve into ERP II systems. All of these factors will place new requirements on the system you buy. 
Therefore, you need to know something about the application’s architecture, about what might happen to the system if Java wins over Microsoft tomorrow and whether or not it will support XML and thereby enable you to link up to your trading partners. The answers to all of these technical questions are important if you want your company to reap the benefits of the internet. For a vendor to supply systems that meet these requirements, it must have a dedicated R&D team that continuously monitors the market and brings the best of those developments to bear on the company’s software.

This also relates directly to product life span. You do not want a system which will be technologically outdated in a few years’ time. Systems which are based on multi-tier architecture and are component based can continuously evolve to take advantage of new technology. 

I agree with all those who say that you should not buy new technology just for the sake of buying it. Technology should translate into business value. With globalisation as a driver, economic boundaries between nations are quickly disappearing; communication costs are going down rapidly. It is possible for a company to shift its low value work to countries with cheaper labour costs, while monitoring the quality of its services centrally. Having systems that support a wide area network deployment model contributes to a company’s ability to react to these developments. 

CROSSHEAD Post-sale support

Usually, customers want to know how many ports around the world a particular vendor has offices in, especially when it comes to shipboard applications. But this question is becoming increasingly irrelevant, for quality of service is no longer directly related to the number of support locations a vendor has. Shipboard applications are increasingly critical, now that ships are using software for administration as well as important shipboard operations. What is more important at this point is how robust the system is, which relates directly to the kind of development and test methodologies the vendor implements.

 It is also necessary to check whether or not the vendor has a 24-7 call centre which can field calls from onboard users moving across multiple time zones. Also, does the vendor have an internet presence? Can you register a support request online? Can you see the status of your request? If an update is the answer, can you download that update over the web? Can you chat with the people maintaining the system on a one-on-one basis? And does the vendor support a ‘users’ community’ where customers can ‘meet’ and exchange views? 

CROSSHEAD The myth of the existing client base 

This is the most widely used criteria, but it is also the most elusive. What conclusion can you draw if a particular vendor has a client list of 1000 companies, built over the last 15 years? A certain maritime IT vendor pursued a strategy to increase its market share by buying its competitors, and its list shows a large number of companies, but those companies are using systems which were initially from competitors. It is not difficult to imagine that this vendor must be having an extremely hard time trying to merge all these competing products into one and upgrade its entire client base, if it intends to do so. How often does a vendor listen to you when you are one among a thousand? If you are one of the unfortunate users who is forced to sit on a dead-end system, it is easier for you to understand why it is better to focus on a vendor’s current products and future strategy, rather than on the number of companies in its client list. As a matter of fact, it is the newer and smaller companies that have more technologically advanced and futuristic systems. These vendors being lighter in weight are also able to manoeuvre quickly in the changing IT world.

CROSSHEAD Longevity

This is also an important criterion. After the past six months of dot.com shakeout, you may now appreciate just how vulnerable an IT company can be. Given the high cost associated with switching vendors, it is necessary for you to be sure that the vendor you choose will be around in the future.  

