Where is shipping going?

As the year 2000 draws to a close, we present Digital Ship’s view of where things are heading

SUBHEAD

Maritime safety

The debate continues about how to improve maritime safety and the role electronics should take in it. Just around the corner we have voyage data recorders (black boxes) and automatic identification systems mandatory on certain vessels; but technology is about to make enormous safety improvements by improving vessel navigation.

Its simple to understand how electronic charts can benefit mariners, as they can see where their ship is marked on the chart, on a computer display, rather than have to carry the position over from a positioning device onto a paper chart. They can see the position much more quickly and accurately, with less margin for error; alarms can sound if the vessel is close to danger, such as rocks or shallow waters. The charts are simple to update. 

Slowing the whole process down is the IMO and offical hydrographic offices. The IMO took until November 1999 before it allowed the first electronic chart display system (ECDIS) to be used onboard a vessel without paper chart backups; the official hydrographic offices only have a small fraction of their chart portfolio in official chart format. There are plenty of so-called “unofficial” charts around, built by private companies, but vessels are not allowed to navigate using these exclusively. 

The electronics companies are highly cynical of the IMO, viewing its protestations for maritime safety as hypocritical. Rather than criticise the low training standards many shipping companies have of their seafarers, or vessels not having enough crew, the IMO could have simply encouraged the roll-out of more electronic navigation they say. But bureaucracy is bureaucracy, and is very hard to speed up. But at last, it seems that progress is being made.

Electronics company Transas is taking the initative in finding ways to do much more with the electronic chart display. It has products which integrate radar data and weather information, so that from a single screen, the seafarer can see the vessel’s location on a chart, the radar information (for example demonstrating nearby vessels or any hazard not marked on the chart) and weather information.

Looming large on the horizon, we have the spectre of the crewless ship. Several experts have said they think that technology is advanced enough for us to think about enormous merchant vessels crossing oceans with no crew onboard. Certainly there are massive safety implications, with no crew to lose their lives if the ship sinks; the crew cannot fall asleep at the helm. 

We already hear complaints that some seafarers do not look through the bridge windows anywhere near as much as they should, relying too much on computers to operate the ships. Some shipping companies take weeks to repair windscreen wipers to help them look out. We are coming to a point where it might be difficult to understand why we need seafarers at all. 

SUBHEAD

Ship-to-shore communications

Inmarsat still has a monopoly, although it is doing much more with it than it used to. The company makes promises that it will be much less secretive, adopt relationships on a much more commercial footing, try to understand its market more and make sure its pricing is competitive.

There still is, of course, no other company which can offer everything Inmarsat does. They can use Globe Wireless for short text messages, and VSAT systems become viable for heavy-usage data communications within the footprint of a single satellite. But only Inmarsat can handle voice calls and data globally. 

The big threat, one that Inmarsat acknowledges, comes in 2002, when Craig McCaw’s ICO system gets into business, promising voice communication globally for $1 a minute. Inmarsat is determined not to be drawn into a price war with ICO, and wants to make sure that it has much more to offer than just the cheapest service when it happens. 

Inmarsat is firming up its distribution channel, trying hard to build brand recognition, moving the emphasis away from products to solutions, in short trying to change itself from a company widely regarded as an expensive institution people would give anything not to have to use, to something people would rather not do without. Meanwhile the prices are dropping. Under new management, the pace with which it is changing itself around is startling. 

Demand for ship to shore data communication is expected to skyrocket, as terrestrial e-mailing habits find their way onboard ships, and businesses are developed selling data to ships, such as chart updates and news. This will be accompanied by a drop in call charge rates from dollars per minute to cents per minute. With better communications with shore, the quality of life for seafarers will improve enormously. That is, until we don’t need seafarers any more. 

SUBHEAD

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 also help maritime industry 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. 

SUBHEAD

Container transportation

The container transportation industry is undergoing something of a revolution, as we hear shipping lines utter such previously unheard terms as “customer service.” The container shipping industry is somewhat ripe for automation. 

Whilst face to face negotation might still be appropriate for setting down deals with the shipping line, computers are ideal for virtually everything else, including tracking shipments, automating documentation and managing the container boxes themselves. 

The maritime industry at large, proceeds to make great headway in how it uses technology; e-mail is commonplace almost everywhere, people are dipping their toes in with procurement and chartering, the introduction of electronics onboard vessels finally seems to be moving ahead. In the container industry, virtually everybody has recognised how much technology can do for containers, its only a question of how far and how fast.

In this issue, we bring you exciting stories from all facets of the maritime industry. 

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. As rumours fly rife about people going out of business, we can only hope that things are not too painful.

There are plenty of venture capitalists getting twitchy, it seems, as there baby web companies failed to make the progress they expected. But this is a good time, finally, to start ignoring the venture capitalists who are only viewing their latest dotcom as a chance to make a wad of cash out of the industry, they get in the way. The true picture is much more beautiful and engaging than the one the venture capitalists ever see. 

SUBHEAD

Technology in shipping

In shipping, like in most other industries, use of the internet in people’s daily life is ubiquitous, and there is nothing particularly exciting about that. What is more exciting is looking at how the change might actually happen. 

SUBHEAD

Beyond maritime

This is probably an appropriate time to start looking beyond the maritime industry itself. The technological revolution is widespread and goes a long way. 

The first impact, of course, is the possibility for enhanced trade which the e-revolution represents. 
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Where are we going?

As we move into the second phase of shipping internet, this is a good time to reflect on where we have got so far. There’s no shortage of businesses offering 
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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, by allowing many more people to talk to each other, leading to much greater transparency. But whilst other industries are only coming now to understand the fun of conversation, it is something that shipping has known about for years.

Mr Stennett draws on the ideas of the e-commerce classic book “ClueTrain manifesto,” written by four US e-commerce executives. The book explains how the internet destroys all the pomposity of business, by making it impossible for public relations people to control the view the public have of their products, and evolving trade of all kinds of items into “marketplaces,” where people chat and gossip as they do their 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?”

The role of the internet in the maritime industry, he says, comes down to gaining more efficiencies. 

Mr Stennett was 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, including 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, Royal Dutch Shell and venture capitalists evolution. 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, but still retain absolute control over the transaction.

One website 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. 

Procurement

With so many procurement sites, it is tempting at Digital Ship to arrange them in tiers. In the top tier, we would put Setfair, OneSea, e4marine, ShipServ and possibly PrimeSupplier; in the second tier, we would put Arena, MarineProvider, MaritimeDirect, SeaVantage, TransportEdge, ShipVertical and any others which don’t immediately come to mind.

Such an arrangement would, of course, be rather subjective, but based on the impression we get of the service, as journalists, talking to the people involved. Its relatively easy to form an opinion, based on how good the answers to our questions are, how much money they have, how good the site looks, how successful they seem to be in attracting customers, staff and venture capital.

We first realised that our projections could be wildly inaccurate when we tested the sites’ ratings on Alexa, a service owned by Amazon.com. Running on about 6 million internet browsers, Alexa ranks all the websites in the world from 1 to 43 million, recording where the 6 million Alexa users go and using this as a representative sample of all internet uses.

According to Alexa, the most-trafficked maritime procurement site on the web is MaritimeDirect, ranked at the 136,000th most popular website in the world. Close behind are the bunker specialists;; Oceanconnect, ranked at 140,000, followed by Bunkerworld at 237,000. Next most popular is early starter Arena (327,000), followed by ShipVertical (372,000), Seapages (393,000), TransportEdge (405,000) and rumoured-to-be-defunct Equilinx (530,000). Our hot-tipped sites trail in behind: ShipServ at 626,000; OneSea at 893,000; Setfair at 1,302,000 and PrimeSupplier at 1,770,000.

Of course, running a successful procurement site involves a hell of a lot more than simply attracting visitors to a website. We can also argue that in an industry niche so specialist, even the 6 million users of Alexa do not make a representative sample of web users in the maritime industry. But perhaps the most important conclusion we can reach from this data is that the online procurement business is still very open. 

