MAIN HEAD 

Software for brokers

DECK HEAD

Communications software for brokers is going through a bit of a change-around

BODY

What kind of software do shipbrokers need?

Well, the main demand shipbrokers have is software to handle their messaging. Most people in business now use Microsoft Outlook for their messaging; its quite good software, and it makes far more sense to use software which is used by millions of people rather than something specific to the maritime industry.

Areas where Microsoft Outlook falls down are that people often complain about the address book functionality, which is not particularly powerful, or say that its tools to bring together

SUBHEAD

Message management 

One of the trickiest issues with shipbroking messaging is the way that most shipbrokers actually handle it. Going back to pre-e-mail days, most shipbroking houses manage their e-mails by having single e-mail boxes which are shared by as many as 15 brokers. No wonder they all have lots of messages to read if every message is being read 15 times over. 

Software companies suggest that enormous quantities of e-mail could be reduced just by having shipbrokers update each other’s databases, rather than send each other messages, but so far brokers have been reluctant to work together this closely, feeling much safer merely sending each other text messages. 

A different option is that brokers could employ someone to sort the incoming messages for them, but this isn’t too easy. Firstly it would need to be someone quite experienced to tell the difference between useful and useless messages, and this would also add a time delay between sending a message and it being acted upon by a broker, a rather crucial factor in an industry where brokers are in a rush to fix a ship first. 

SUBHEAD

Square Mile Marine and Capital Shipbrokers

BOX TEXT

For Square Mile Marine 

contact Alan Johnson, managing director, on Alan Johnston [alan@smmco.com]

Capital Shipbrokers www.capital-shipbrokers.co.uk <http://www.capital-shipbrokers.co.uk>

BODY TEXT

Capital Shipbrokers, based in London, employs about 25 brokers, in tankers and sale and purchase. It prides itself on the speed at which it can answer to principals, working on the basis that shipping companies can easily give the business to the first broker they get on the phone.

The technology Capital uses, on basis, is no different to any other office, except that there is much more riding on the importance of calls always being answered and messages being quickly read. 

SUBHEAD

Messaging system

Capital Shipbrokers had very specific demands of its e-mail / messaging system. The main reason that it chose to commission its own system, rather than use a generic shipbroking system such as Strategic Software, was because that was the only way it could have software which did exactly what it wanted, the company says. 

Square Mile Marine Co Ltd, the company which was contracted to build the messaging system, found that most of the requirements could be catered for using Microsoft Outlook, which is, after all, a highly powerful, flexible and configurable piece of software. 

Square Mile wrote plugins which perform tasks not covered in Outlook off the shelf. Plugins include: giving each message is given a unique referencing number; enabling the software to receive and send faxes and telexes as well as e-mails (faxes are automatically displayed in the document window). Further, the “send mail” screen and contacts database have been completely rewritten. 

The company sticks to the messaging management that the maritime industry is so fond of, of messages coming into the company mainly routed into a common inbox. All 25 brokers at Capital wade through the same inbox. Its quite a headache but then its relatively easy for someone to flick through 600 messages an hour to see if there is anything useful in any of them; it is replying to the messages that takes time. 

None of them can delete messages, although their own computer will indicate whether or not the particular broker using that computer has read that message already. The inbox archives back for years, with over a million messages in a single mailbox. 

SUBHEAD

Contacts database

The contacts database is where Square Mile Marine has put in most of the work itself. It is much more structured than the standard Outlook system. 

A “tree” system is used to find contacts; companies first click on the company name, then the department or individual’s name. They can indicate if the message should go directly to the individual or to a company-wide mailbox. They can indicate if the message should go by e-mail, telex or fax. 

The database has fields to input vessel telex numbers, and user’s individual MSN, Yahoo and AOL instant messaging screen names. 

Everybody in the office contributes to maintaining the common database, which everybody can access. So for example most vessels have telex numbers only, and many offices still have fax numbers and no e-mails. But as soon as one broker obtains this information and type it in, it is accessible to everyone. 

All of this data is immediately available when sending messages. The messages are mainly typed in in raw text (not HTML); the sender can indicate who the message is going to, how it should be sent (e-mail, fax, telex). 

The sender can indicate if the message should appear as coming from the sender’s personal e-mail account or the company, and indicate if the reply should go straight into the sender’s personal account or be accessible to everyone in the company. 

There is functionality to manage lists, for example all brokers working on a certain type of vessel, enabling messages to be sent to all of them at the same time. About 30 different list databases have been set up on the system. When sending an e-mail to a list.

The contacts lists can all be viewed through Microsoft Outlook, which makes them very easy to download into handheld computers (Portable Digital Assistants), which most of the brokers use, particularly for doing business when out of the office. 

Nearly all PDAs on the market can integrate with Microsoft Outlook, althogh they are unlikely to be able to integrate with dedicated shipbroking software.

So to sum up, any contact detail amended or entered by one broker in the office is automatically available to all brokers in the office, connects directly into their office messaging systems and can be downloaded in two seconds into their PDAs. Powerful stuff.  

SUBHEAD

Telephones 

The telephone system is currently like most other offices, except there are plenty of redundant phone lines and switching routes in case one breaks down. 

Working with Square Mile Marine, the company is looking for ways to integrate the phone system with the computer system. 

For outgoing calls, it can automatically telephone people who’s contact details are displayed on the broker’s screen. For incoming calls, the computer system can recognise who is calling from the caller ID. 

Using this information it can route the call to the broker most suitable to answer it (a broker who knows the client, is actually at his desk and not talking to someone else). When the call comes through to the broker’s headset, information about the client’s ships or ship requirements can come up on the screen. 

The office, which has 25 brokers in it, has 3 telex boxes and 3 fax boxes, for sending telexes and faxes generated by the messaging software, and receiving telexes and faxes and diverting them through the software. 

SUBHEAD

Square Mile Marine

Alan Johnston, managing director of Square Mile Marine, began building computer systems in the shipping industry in 1980, following a chance meeting with a sale and purchase broker, who was also a family friend, in Scotland. 

The broker told Mr Johnston how much he was being quoted for the company’s first computer system; Mr Johnston said he could do it much cheaper and found himself in business. 

After doing various consultancy work in the maritime industry, Square Mile Marine was established in 1987; it has never advertised but gained business through word of mouth. It currently has 4 employees. 

Because the company bases its products around adapting mainstream software, such as Microsoft and Oracle, to the maritime industry, it is quite able to handle major projects, putting in systems which are probably more flexible than companies who create dedicated shipbroking software from start to finish. 

