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Henrik Dam Larsen, General Manager Europe, Middle East and Africa, explains why he thinks shipping line portal INTTRA is so important 
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Globalisation, rapid adoption of technology and supply chain flexibility have become mission critical objectives to the shippers and buyers of container ocean freight.

Manufacturing and retail companies have significantly changed the way they do business, and this is driving change across their supply chains and logistic networks. 

They have expanded into global markets and built complex, high-volume logistics processes. They have formed worldwide partnerships, created supply chain networks with minimal inventory levels, and split shipments between multiple carriers. 

To support these processes, they have installed sophisticated enterprise information systems and embraced EDI and the internet. 

Customers are under pressure to keep the supply chain moving and to proactively solve logistics problems before they impact production or sales. They need information faster and more proactively than they are getting it today, and logistics providers that can give this to them will get their business.

These systems, however, require current information updates to be effective, which is driving the need for faster booking confirmations, frequent updates on shipment status, and immediate notification of delays.

To meet these goals they are placing higher demands on their transportation service providers.  

Change in the ocean container shipping industry is underway. Leading carriers, consolidators, freight forwarders, and agents around the globe are beginning to embrace electronic commerce to better serve their customers. 

These companies recognize that global visibility is critical to customers and to the success of their supply chain logistics. 

Despite progress made by shipping companies, forwarders and agents to develop internal systems and web sites to provide customers with better information, they are continually challenged to meet the needs of their global customers.
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Paper to data

Most shipment information is still paper based, which is costly, slow, and prone to errors. It is pulled together from multiple sources, and involves people to place calls, follow up on bookings, finalize documentation, get status updates, or re-key data into internal backend systems. 

These activities slow down the flow of information and are inefficient, which further impacts service levels, as well as the cost of servicing them.

As the industry’s leaders begin to adopt electronic commerce practices, manual steps are being eliminated one by one and handled by automated systems and transmitted by EDI messages. This is happening in a piecemeal fashion. 

The next step is to integrate these pieces (from container booking and shipment – to customs clearance and receipt) through one common industry-standard logistics portal, where booking and shipment information is accurate, current and accessible to all parties involved in shipping and receiving a container.  

A logistics portal is an internet-based system that contains and maintains transportation information from multiple carrier sources. It is accessible through a secure and personalized web browser by everyone who needs to support or to learn information about a shipment.  
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Customers talk  

M+R Spedag Group, a Swiss-based clearing and forwarding company, recognises the value of the internet as an efficient means to quickly get information to its clients and to speed up the time it takes to get booking confirmations. 

Bookings require contacting multiple carriers – by phone, fax or website – before getting confirmation, finalizing the documentation, closing a file and notifying the shipper. This is inefficient and keeps shippers waiting to learn if they have a booking and to finalize arrangements. 

Says Gary Pope, Spedag business development manager in Hong Kong, “If we can streamline bookings through one portal rather than book through each of the carriers, it saves us time and money, and improves the speed of our own services.”

Mary Roberts, manager international logistics, at US-based Griffin Transport, notes that by using the INTTRA portal “customers get their bookings back in a timelier manner. 

“That allows them to update their system and provide information they need to their buyers, whether in Europe or Asia, twenty hours sooner than they used to. The flow is faster for everyone,” she says. 

This process is even faster when EDI links internal systems directly to the portal, and M+R Spedag is one of many logistic providers building this connection. 

Gary Pope expects communication with the carriers and booking efficiency to further increase when they have completed linking their backend system to the INTTRA portal through EDI. 

“Once we have our EDI link,” he explains, “we will get a confirmation number from the carrier within minutes of placing a booking.”
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Track and trace

Track and trace efficiency improves shipment visibility – of critical importance to a growing number of customers. 

Today most container status messages are obtained from carriers manually and either keyed into backend systems to update customers or passed on in phone calls. This approach is often time consuming, prone to errors, and can be out-of-date by the time the information is shared with customers.  

A better way to get access to this information is through the INTTRA portal, where multiple carriers automatically post shipment status updates as they occur and the data is either viewed through a browser or downloaded directly into an internal system. 

This provides a single source and integrated standardized process for tracking and tracing shipments, which is accurate, easily accessible and secure.

Furthermore, notes Mary Roberts, “INTTRA also gives us many options to track by.  You can track by booking number, container number, vessel name, or a time period with a specific carrier.  You can look up any number of carriers on INTTRA’s website.  Since we work with so many carriers, we can now go to one website to do many tasks instead of five or fifteen websites to do each task.  This saves us a lot of time.” 

INTTRA provides the ability to track using various predefined or customer-defined reference types and numbers, including container, booking, or purchase order.

Proactive alerts about shipment delays or problems provide the highest value add in customer service. 

By providing early detection, customers can quickly make arrangements to notify their partners, make decisions, and avoid a serious supply chain problem. Proactive notification is a vision for many customers and critical to the success of many supply chain strategies and logistics relationships. 

This immediate visibility to events can be used for more than alerting customers of problems. Internally it can be used to automatically trigger an operational system to process an invoice when the final container of the order is loaded. Or brokers can use it to get a jump-start on clearing for customs, which speeds up the flow of product movement.

SUBHEAD

Accuracy

When carriers and logistic providers electronically interact through a common network portal and use standardized booking and tracking processes, both parties are more efficient and the information is more accurate. 

This is because they are working in an integrated environment where requests and responses are handled automatically, information is consolidated and accessible in one place, and everyone is familiar with the procedures. 

Inaccuracies are a serious problem for some companies, caused by errors when getting information over the phone. This problem generates poor morale, loss in productivity and lost customers – all soft costs hard to detect on the balance sheet. 

Use of the portal to interact with carriers helps solve the problem of errors. “There has been an 80% improvement in information reliability,” explained Ms Roberts when Griffin began using the portal to do bookings. Linking up to the portal through EDI connections further eliminates the errors.

SUBHEAD

Efficiency

Inefficiencies represent another set of hidden costs to logistic providers and can cost them hundreds of dollars per container. These costs come from poor productivity and associated phone and fax costs. 

Today customer service employees spend lots of time booking and then tracking down shipments with individual carriers by phone or fax, or they spend considerable time re-keying confirmations and shipment status updates into their operational system. It is not unusual for 70% of the information shared between parties to be re-entered into a backend system. 

This contact and re-entry time could be better spent doing more bookings, providing more services, or selling more business.  

Gary Pope at M+R Spedag says, “to book and ship more cargo with the same manpower will increase productivity.” 

The INTTRA multi-carrier portal streamlines their operations and frees up people’s time to go out and increase the business.  

This has also been true at Griffin Transport. They have significantly reduced the time it takes to do bookings. According to Ms Roberts, “we probably save three hours a day by entering the information into INTTRA.  This also saves money off long distance calls.”

Another efficiency of a multi-carrier portal is the ability to consolidate customer bookings in one place instead of working through each carrier website or sales people separately.  

Michael Loup, vice president business development of global freight management provider Elite, agrees. “We benefit simply by the fact that the standardized, uniform direct access to all in-transit cargo results in the elimination of customized processes for each carrier,” he says. 

“In the past, we established separate connections with a number of carriers, but the INTTRA logistics network is enabling us to interact directly with multiple carriers through one simple, Internet-based connection. The solution is both secure and scaleable, and is essentially transparent to the end users.”
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Closer to customers

United Arab Shipping Company (UASC), a leading carrier in the Arabian Gulf, has a focused commitment to continuous improvement and reducing the time it takes to service customer using electronic processes. 

Says Abhay Mehta, vice president corporate projects, “All carriers have been getting closer to customers within conventional processes, but we wanted to apply Internet technology and processes to service customers quicker and better.”

The conventional processes Mr. Mehta refers to are booking cargo and consignment tracking.  

Bookings conducted through phone calls or faxes are inherently slow processes, in comparison to real-time electronic processes.  Consignment tracking handled by EDI or on carrier websites is an improvement over past approaches, but these too are slower than shippers require. 

Furthermore, as Mehta points out, “individual lines have been addressing these through their own internal systems with varying levels of success.”

Customers don’t have time to wait for verification or information. They want to work with carriers that provide information quickly, accurately and proactively. In addition, shippers and forwarders work with multiple carriers and need a better way to get shipment information from all these lines as quickly as possible.    
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Why INTTRA?

DAL Deutsche Afrika-Linien, a major shipping line serving Africa and Europe, has added a website for shipment tracking, yet according to managing director Graf Strachwitz, the company realizes that customers require far greater e-commerce capabilities, leading to the selection of INTTRA. 

UASC is in agreement. Says VP corporate projects Mr Mehta, “we were looking for the opportunity to participate with other lines and to be part of the process on a single platform that could be used by worldwide customers to do information exchange and the business transactions with the carriers. 

Nippon Yusen Kaisha (NYK) of Japan recently joined the INTTRA network for similar reasons.  Explains Mr. Tsunenari Tokugawa, executive vice president, NYK Line Tokyo, “Participation with INTTRA is in line with our ‘Customer Center’ philosophy. We want to be more responsive to customers’ diverse requirements and provide them with more options for doing business with NYK.”  

BOX TEXT

INTTRA (www.inttra.com) is an online tool to integrate with the systems of carriers Alianca, ANL, CMA CGM, Columbus Line, Crowley American, DAL, Hamburg Süd, Hapag-Lloyd, Kühne and Nagel, Maersk Sealand, MSC, NYK, P&O Nedlloyd, Safmarine Container Lines and UASC. 

Shippers can alternatively use GT Nexus, to integrate with APL, CP Ships, Crowley American, CSAV, Hanjin Shipping, HMM, K-Line, MOL, NYK, Senator Lines, Wan Hai Lines and Yang Ming, or Cargo Smart, to integrate with OOCL, COSCO and MISC. 

Streamlined Information Process Improves Customer Service








GLOBAL INDUSTRY PORTAL IMPROVES VALUE-ADD RESULTS






































customers into a global transportation network that manages all container shipment from cargo origin to destination. Today companies are getting significant benefits from INTTRA, and they are improving customer service responsiveness, increasing efficiencies, reducing costs, and adjusting their business practices and time management to gain marketable value add results.





Most will agree that automating container-shipping processes piece by piece doesn’t necessarily change the way business is done in the industry.  While that is true, and real change requires each company to improve their internal processes, INTTRA provides the starting point to improving the efficiency of ocean freight transit across the entire industry. The vision is to  seamlessly integrate carriers, logistic providers and





 





Building a Seamless Process From Container Booking to Receipt






















