TITLE Shipowners and IT

DECKHEAD Shipping companies have differing attitudes towards IT, but size has nothing to do with it

Dimitri Lyras is a small man with a big moustache. He is one of a number of directors of a small shipping company called Lyras Shipping, which is based in London in a corporate sense, but has Greek roots in a cultural sense. Lyras Shipping owns two ships, one bulk and one tanker. Like other tanker owners, Lyras Shipping has made a tidy sum from its tanker over the past six months, riding the high tanker market which peaked at the end of last year. 


According to accepted wisdom, Lyras Shipping stands to benefit the most from the IT revolution in shipping. As a small shipowning company, Lyras Shipping should be able to take advantage of all the benefits the internet has to offer, and in doing so, become just like the big companies. Maybe one day Lyras Shipping will own two tankers instead of just one.


However, Lyras Shipping turns this wisdom on its head in more than one way. For a start, far from needing the help of a software or e-commerce service provider, the company is itself deeply involved in the development of a maritime software company called Ulysses, which produces software for ISM compliance. Lyras Shipping is already fully aware of the benefits of IT because it is one of the companies involved in providing it to clients. 


This shows how dangerous it is for people to make assumptions about the sophistication of companies based purely on the criteria of size. Many people involved in shipping e-commerce tend to make general statements, such as “The small-medium sized shipowner or shipmanager does not need integration”. 


One would also expect Lyras Shipping to jump at the prospect of maritime e-commerce, but this isn’t the case. The company is observing all the goings-on in the market, but it hasn’t yet committed to using any of the services it sees. “Nothing in my bottom line drives me to use e-commerce at the moment,” said Lyras during Digital Ship’s recent London conference on e-business. “I’m more worried about having a ship waiting in a $40,000-a-day market than saving a little money on process.”


However, there is no doubt that Lyras feels that the implementation of software does have a direct impact on his bottom line and the bottom lines of shipowners everywhere.  “Senior people, they don’t see the benefits on the bottom line,” says Lyras. “Shipowners are constantly caught up in the running costs of chartering. But most smart owners realise that computers are relevant to their capital costs. Shipmanagers are also caught up in running costs, they are interested in systems. They need IT, they use it to leverage the productivity of their people.”

Lyras Shipping is an extreme example, though. Not many companies are able to successfully build and market their own software. A fair number of companies use proprietary software, but many still turn to traditional maritime vendors, such as SpecTec or Danaos. Novoship, a Russian shipping company, for example, uses SpecTec’s AMOS-D. The company, says deputy IT manager Will Reynoles, is in the process of upgrading to AMOS Express, SpecTec’s new ‘lite’ version of AMOS Maintenance and Planning. 38 of Novoship’s vessels should be converted to Express by the end of the year. 


“We have to move with the times,” says Reynoles. “Our deputy general manager is quite forward thinking, and he’s wanting to look at the use of IT more actively, for perhaps sales of our products, chartering and what have you and certainly with regards to bunkering online. He’d be very interested in that.”


The only thing that is preventing Novoship from jumping straight online, says Reynoles, are concerns about cost and security. “We have a small IT department – three of us – and we spend an awful lot of time making sure that we are completely secure. We need assurance that if we start trading online that we’re not opening ourselves up to attack.”


“We haven’t as a company moved in this direction yet, but I think it’s inevitable we will, with caution of course. You don’t dive into the deep end and start swimming if you don’t know how to do it.”


“It’s more a case of ‘this is where the industry is going, let’s move with it’”, says Reynoles. “I think if we didn’t, then before too long we’d be out of the marketplace.”


According to Reynoles, Novoship is currently running trials with some vessel tracking software. “We’ve worked for ages without it, but if it’s beneficial and cost-effective, then we’ll use it,” he says.


This echoes again the ‘IT, but not for its own sake’ attitude, which smart shipowners and shipmanagers exhibit. 


It is also interesting to note, however, the differing attitudes within companies. A few desks away, Gus Barriga, Novoship’s UK bunker buyer, is less excited about the prospect of IT and e-commerce.  “The bunker policy is still to deal directly with suppliers because you need to have the personal contact with someone that is going to deal with after the contract is made, because if something changes, you have to be flexible, there might be problems that you will have to sort out together. After sales service and personal contact are very important,” says Barriga.


“E-commerce seems to me to be like having another broker. If you make a deal via another broker, it’s still the supplier on the end of the line, and we already know the supplier. Why go through another person when I could go straight to the supplier?”


Barriga also expressed concern about the ability of online bunker trading platforms to deal with the mechanics of the deal. “You need to talk about it, because when we order bunkers, we order a particular product, but if the supplier doesn’t have it, they offer you something else that just about meets the standards. All of this is very difficult to convey in writing to and fro between the seller and the buyer.”


Barriga also thinks that bunker buying is already done in much the way the bunker dot.coms are proposing. “We do the enquiry in a similar way. We send e-mails to all the suppliers, and we have all the terms and conditions that we have accepted from the suppliers before we start trading.”


Another concern is security, of course. “Another thing that worries me and my colleagues is that someone can easily do business in your name if they know your password, for example. There are enough problems when you do business as it is. If someone else can get hold of your password, they can commit fraud, and bunkers are worth a lot of money. It’s just another worry.”


While Barriga remains skeptical, he is willing to admit that the prospect of buying bunkers online sounds interesting. “It’s nice to see that people want to use techniques and so on, and it seems attractive in a way, but I think that unless you’re able to contact all the people who can provide information very quickly, it will be difficult to do business that way.” 


In addition, he thinks that doing business online might be safer or more feasible in Europe.  “Because there is a larger number of suppliers of bunkers and most of them source their product from the same major on a contract basis, they can compete with each other on price and quality of service, as opposed to quality of product. The quality is fairly standard in Europe. Then [e-commerce] might be advantageous for the customer because he might be able to get a lower price. If we try it, we will try it in Europe.”

Seatramp Tankers, part of the Hellespont Group, is actively involved in the development of its own IT systems, and its managing director, Alex Papachristidis-Bove is a vocal participant in the debate about maritime e-commerce. 

When it comes to software, Seatramp uses a proprietary, in-house package. “All of our software is in-house designed, including our loading programs,” says Papachristidis-Bove. “We have designed and developed our own chartering estimator which allows us maximum flexibility to determine the benefits of one voyage over another by manipulating several variables which we feel are most germane. We took this path in order to be the masters of how the software was developed to our needs rather than how we developed our work as the software developed.”

“The benefit to choosing a shipping applications is that it allows smaller operators access to fairly complete and well thought out applications that they would otherwise not be able to develop themselves. The benefit of off-the-shelf applications is more corporate based, ie they are flexible and can be manipulated to specific functions. The problem with this is, however, that several people can manipulate the same base application and thus integration and/or homogeneity is lost. We took a far more complicated and time-consuming path to ensure complete integration across the board.”

In addition, Seatramp is refreshingly upbeat about the prospect of e-commerce in shipping. “We are hopeful that e-commerce will mature and that platforms will be developed that address the needs of the ship operators rather than what it is believed the ship operators require. It will lead to greater efficiencies, and more important, transparency, assuming the good will to use the internet for that purpose. We are currently not involved with any of the initiatives, but will test them when it suits us,” says Papachristidis-Bove. 

“While there are real and conceptual issues to overcome, IT overall has been a critical element in the growth of this industry. There are complications in every aspect of every business, but if one has chosen an IT path, then complications tend to disappear with time as hurdles are crossed, and the benefits become apparent. Benefits include speed, data tracking and the ability to monitor and use statistics.”

