TITLE Clearly transparent

DECKHEAD Talk of transparency is permeating the industry at the moment, and tanker pool operator Heidenreich Marine has clearly got it right. We look at the company’s eFleetWatch.com system

When shipping talk turns towards tankers, the last thing people think about is IT. The repercussions of the Erika disaster, the impending phase-out of single hull tankers, the increasingly confused role of class, oil spill prevention and the phenomenon of ‘hyper-accelerated corrosion’: these are the issues which invariably get thrashed out, not the internet or software. Which is understandable, and as it should be, but the fact remains that tanker operator Heidenreich Marine (Heidmar) is breaking the mould when it comes to innovative use of IT in shipping. 


Heidmar, which represents 50 per cent of the world’s panamax tanker fleet, operates two revenue sharing pools, Star Tankers Inc for panamax tankers and Dorado Tankers Inc for product tankers. The Star Tanker pool currently consists of 50 vessels, with a membership of 10 shipowning companies and two oil companies. 


According to Heidmar’s president Per Heidenreich, trust and transparency are paramount when it comes to running a tanker pool. “We cannot attract owners to a pool unless we can show them that they can do just as well or better than they would do alone,” he says. 

Heidmar has chosen the internet as a means of providing this transparency, in the form of its comprehensive online information-sharing system, called eFleetWatch.com. 

 
According to Heidenreich, anyone with an interest gets a password, although there are varying levels of access. Pool partners are free to roam the site at will, while charterers, brokers and agents can only see certain kinds of information. 

The first thing a pool partner sees upon logging onto the website is a list of pending approvals from charterers. Pool partners can also obtain voyage information and see the positions of all the vessels in the pool, with the aid of a vessel tracking application called Purplefinder, which is supplied by London-based satellite tracking company Polestar Space Applications. Purplefinder allows people to see exactly where their vessels are on a map; clicking on the vessel icon brings up a little text box showing date, time, vessel speed, heading and location. 


Pool partners also have exclusive access to both daily, fortnightly and monthly reports online. The reason for issuing daily reports, says Richard Abrahams, the company’s head of IT, is to ensure that each of the owners maintains contact with the market. 

“If an owner puts all his panamax tankers in our pool, he effectively loses contact with the market. We become his chartering department,” he explains. “Daily reports allow him to maintain contact with the market.”


The daily report includes information on fixtures, cargoes and analyses of the panamax and aframax markets. Bimonthly reports include quarterly pool reports including individual voyage financials, returns to pool partners for each ship and average pool performance. 


Each vessel in the pool is assigned a number of pool points, a signifier which is arrived at by taking a number of factors into account, including age of the vessel, speed/fuel consumption rates, number of approvals from oil majors, deadweight tons and draft, among others. The higher the number of pool points, the higher the percentage of the pool’s earnings the owner of that ship gets. 


The pool points system is a means of ensuring that the owners put their best ships in the pool, says Abrahams.

CROSSHEAD

The beauty of eFleetWatch.com, from an owner’s point of view, is that everything a pool partner could possibly want to know about the operation of his own vessels, as well as those of his colleagues, is easily available. How much each vessel earns on a daily basis, as well as pinpoint vessel locations, vessel positions and vessel particulars are all there. 


In addition, the information, much of which is commercially sensitive, is completely secure, as it is all held on Heidmar’s in-house database.


The eFleetWatch.com system is, in effect, the internet front-end of the company’s in-house Vessel Management System, which has been around in one form or another for the past 15 years. As Abrahams says, “The website is a window onto what we’re already doing.”


There is the added security of knowing that even if the system goes down for some reason, business can still proceed as usual, because eFleetWatch is not actually critical to Heidmar’s operations. Ships will still get fixed and cargoes will still be found, irregardless of whether or not the system is up and running. 


But when it is functioning properly, as it usually does, owners can rest safe in the knowledge that Heidmar is doing its job properly. This level of transparency means that, on both sides of the fence, everybody has to pull their weight. Heidmar knows that it must operate the pool partners’ vessels effectively and efficiently. The daily, bimonthly and monthly reports posted on the website would quickly highlight any deficiencies in its services. And pool partners know that their vessels have to be properly maintained, because other pool partners will immediately be aware of any vessels that aren’t pulling their weight in the pool. 


Charterers, brokers and agents benefit, too, although admittedly, they are not logging on as much as the owners are. According to Abrahams, eFleetWatch’s built-in web statistics show that 110 companies are logging in per week, and that each week, the site registers 500 logins. Abrahams, who used to work for an oil major on the chartering side, says that most charterers think of a ship as nothing more than “a wrapping for its cargo”, so it is perhaps a bit of a stretch for them to take the time to log on to an owner/operator’s website. However, it is true that more and more major brokers and charterers are beginning to make use of it. 


For charterers, there are a number of interesting functionalities. A charterer can go in and see all of the vessels it has chartered. It can also see the voyage itineraries, Q88’s and positions of chartered vessels, as well as charterparty recaps and bill of lading details. In addition, the charterer can create a Letter of Indemnity (LOI) online and send it to the owner’s broker via e-mail. In the future, says Abrahams, it will be possible for a broker to do this on behalf of the charterer via the website. 


Charterers also have access to a deadweight calculator, so that they can accurately assess whether or not the vessel in question can take their cargo. 


Aside from charterers and brokers, Heidmar is also quite keen to get agents on board. “The only interactive part is with the agent, because they are the only ones who can add new information,” says Abrahams, referring to the ability of agents to post port logs directly on to the website. 

CROSSHEAD Terrific speed

EFleetWatch, in its present form, is precisely what all the chartering dot.coms have been proposing to build for the past year. It doesn’t allow people to fix ships online, but it does provide a comprehensive source of information for the people involved in the Star Tankers pool. The concept of building a community is no longer idle talk at Heidenreich Marine. It is the reality of how the company is does its business today. 


President Per Heidenreich says that he has been approached by a number of chartering dot.coms, interested in buying eFleetWatch from Heidmar. Others have been urging him to commercialise the system. But this would be the wrong way to go about things. The system is so specifically geared towards Heidenreich Marine’s business that it would be to its detriment to try to force it to be more generally applicable. 


But it does show how effective use of the internet can be. It also shows how wrong-headed some of the chartering dot.coms have been in what the internet can and cannot be used for in the context of online chartering. 


Abrahams says that he’s actually surprised that shipbrokers haven’t already built systems similar to eFleetWatch or VMS. Building in-house, he says, definitely has its advantages. For one, says Abrahams, the users of the system sit next to the IT staff, who can listen to suggestions and act on them straight away. “The speed at which you can makes changes is terrific,” he says. “With a dot.com, if a system is not working right, you’re losing customers.”


He also points out that, having worked on the in-house system for the past 15 years, Heidenreich Marine might not necessarily want to give it away.  After all, a system like eFleetWatch could be viewed as a competitive advantage.

CROSSHEAD And coming soon . . .

Heidenreich Marine will also be launching a service called Q88.com in the near future. Q88.com is an online questionnaire facility, where people can access 50 different questionnaires relevant to chartering, vetting, port state

control and others, including the OCIMF (Oil Companies' International

Marine Forum) VPQ (Vessel Particulars Questionnaire) form.

 
According to Per Heidenreich, OCIMF has already given

Heidenreich Marine its blessing to put its VPQ online.

 
Q88.com was originally developed for Heidenreich Marine's own in-house use, as a complement to eFleetWatch.com and will be available to anyone who wants to use it for a six-month, free-access trial period, after which time Heidenreich Marine will evaluate commercial possibilities. 

