Where is shipping going?
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Shipping is making great headway in its use of technology 

BODY

E-mail is commonplace almost everywhere, people are dipping their toes with procurement and chartering, the introduction of electronics onboard vessels finally seems to be moving ahead. 

The sector feeling the strain is undoubtedly the dot com industry; as the steady supply of press releases we have come to expect at Digital Ship dries down to a trickle, the only conclusions we can draw are that a lot of people are in trouble. 

There are plenty of venture capitalists getting twitchy as their baby web companies fail to make the progress they expected. But it would be wrong to take the venture capitalist’s view on things. The true picture is much more beautiful and engaging than the one the venture capitalists ever see. 

To steal a concept from Geoffrey Moore’s excellent book Crossing the chasm, maritime IT is crossing the chasm from the early adopters to the pragmatists; moving from being used just by companies and people who enjoy being innovators, to being used by the mainstream in the maritime industry who use technology if they clearly see that it is the easiest way for them to do business. 
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“Shipping is already where the internet is trying to go”

“Shipping is already where the Internet is trying to go,” says Mark Stennett, managing director of Network Chartering, in a special article on shippingbabes.com. 

Mr Stennett’s point is that the special thing about the internet is the way it stimulates conversation between people, allowing many more people to talk to each other, leading to much greater transparency in business. But whilst other industries are only coming now to understand the benefits of improved conversation, it is something that shipping has known about for years.

Mr Stennett draws on the ideas of the e-commerce classic book, The ClueTrain manifesto, written by four US e-commerce executives. The book explains how the internet makes it no longer possible for companies to control the way people see their products and hide things they don’t want anybody to know. 

As e-mail enables one-to-one conversation between people in the companies doing business with one another, people are forced to become much more honest with one another and the communication becomes much more real. Trade of all kinds of products evolves into “marketplaces,” arenas where people can chat and gossip as they do business, talking to one another as individuals.

Shipping, he says, has always existed as a marketplace where many people talked to many people, through the floor of the Baltic Exchange, telephones, fax, telex and e-mail. “The gap between buyer and seller has remained very close indeed,” he said. 

“If you didn’t know your market then you shouldn’t have been there. You might argue that this means shipping remained in the dark ages whilst the rest of the world passed it by. Perhaps, but at this point in time the rest of the world is desperate to get back there,” he says.

“Shipping never stopped having the party,” he says. “We all have telephones; its all what makes the market work. Its about people, being connected in one big global conversation  and it just so happens that this market is an extremely effective price setting mechanism. So, if we don’t need the Internet to generate the conversation, what do we need it for?”

Mr Stennett is sharply critical of online chartering. “The technology exists to fix ships online already,” he says. “Great, we know it can be done. The point is, should it be done? Should we head down a path that allows us to fix every ship simply by a bit of typing, a bit of clicking and never knowing the person at the end of the line? Does that sound like fun? Does that sound like a market engaging in conversation? To me it sounds like death.” 
“The logical extension of this is that the people doing the clicking become so de-skilled in the art (not science) of shipping that they become reliant on increasingly sophisticated software. I’m sure Henry Ford would love it as do the big organisations of the world, many of whom actually hate the web because they are scared of it. They don’t want people having fun or interacting on such a huge scale outside of their watchful eyes. Their response therefore is to try and control it,” he says.
“Rest easy friends, the good news is that the web can’t be controlled. That’s why the market will support the internet companies that support the conversation (ie the market) and not those companies trying, perhaps subconsciously, to kill it. We must have process efficiencies from the internet but we must not do it at the expense of the global conversation.” 

“Lets not "catch up" to the rest of the world and arrive at the nightmare, only to find that the world is going in exactly the opposite direction, and starting to dream.“
SUBHEAD 

Chartering

The role of the internet in ship chartering continues to be a hot topic, particularly because there are several careers at risk, particularly those of the brokers. There are several key players to watch, and nobody has yet risen out of the dusk as a leader.

LevelSeas continues to be a major player, notably because of its high level backing, including BP, Cargill, Clarksons and Royal Dutch Shell. It is certainly taking its task, of allowing charterers, brokers and shipowners to conduct all their business online, very seriously.

On the other end of the extreme, we have the Dataworks/Network Chartering joint venture, Shipbrokerexchange, essentially a system to allow shipbrokers to talk to one another and update each others database. The brokers still retain absolute control over their transactions and the information they release to other parties. Shipbrokerexchange exists merely to create more efficiency without altering the way the process takes place. 

One chartering site which could prove to be worth watching, although nobody gave it much attention when it first launched, is Worldfixture.com, backed by energy group Enron, tanker owners Frontline, Stena Bulk and Transpetrol. 

It is the Enron backing which makes the site interesting; Enron has been telling magazines that it now classifies itself as a “market maker,” building marketplaces in bandwidth, energy, finance, commodities and water. Enron could try to apply its special market building powers to online shipping, not to mention the direct links into its commodity exchanges. 
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Computer based training

Computer based training tools, allowing seafarers to learn the job whilst actually onboard vessels, is expected to lead to enormous improvements in safety at sea. According to IMO secretary general Bill O’Neil, it can help the maritime industry to solve its seafarer recruitment problems.

“Computer-based training aboard ship is one way that career progression can be assisted in an effective, timely and continuous manner,” he said, at the Nautical Institute conference this year. “If, by doing so, it can also help give seafaring the patina of a modern, attractive and mainstream career choice, so much the better.”

There are many ways computers can help train seafarers. Most training packages are supplied as a CD-ROM, with a mixture of videos, questions and other visual methods to train seafarers in such matters as using safety equipment and keeping up with the legislation. On a more sophisticated level, simulators are being developed, complete with a full ship’s bridge mock-up and enormous projected display, aimed to completely simulate what it is like to navigate vessels from a bridge.

Computer based training moves a step further when it is integrated with ship shore communication links. Training seafarers on land is very difficult, because of their reluctance to be anywhere other than at home during their precious shore leave. But training seafarers onboard the vessel is often considered much more practical, despite the tough limits on how many hours a week seafarers can work.

By connecting onboard training to a ship-shore communications link, it is possible to involve instructors onshore. They can guide the seafarer and give him much better advice than a computer system alone can. The seafarer can also use the resources of the respected maritime training colleges and even join a virtual class. 

