MAKE COMPUTERS SIMPLE

As well as editing this magazine, I have taken on the task of maintaining the computers in our office network, which comprises 10 ordinary computers. All computers connect to a central file store; there is one printer; and every computer has internet access. This is similar to the set-up which could be on a ship. 

This morning one staff member complained that the shared printer flashed messages on her screen every time it ran out of paper, which was about 30 times a day. I tried to solve the problem by de-installing the complex “Jet Suite Pro” printer software and replacing it with a simple printer driver; the driver failed to install. 

This was probably because I was installing a driver for Windows XP, the only driver for the specific printer available on the Hewlett Packard website, and the computer was running Windows 98. Of course we had lost the CD that originally came with the printer. 

The Hewlett Packard website noted that “for licensing reasons” they were unable to put the drivers available for free download, and I was required to phone a specific number, ask someone to post me a CD-ROM with the printer driver on it and pay a handling fee.

I phoned the number, waited on hold for 10 minutes was told that in order to get any technical support over the phone I would have to pay 23 pounds. I said I didn’t want technical support, I just wanted someone to e-mail me the printer driver, but the person on the phone said I had to pay 23 pounds before going any further, which I didn't want to do. 

So I plugged the printer to a different computer on our network actually running Windows XP; the driver worked, I re-configured all the computers on the network to print to it, they all worked apart from my own computer, bizarrely, and the computer the printer was previously plugged into. 

This is so annoying. In my obsession with getting everything working perfectly and inability to resist the temptation to tinker, I have wasted two hours, damaged the atmosphere in the office and ended up with much system which doesn’t work. 

SUBHEAD

hope for shipboard networks

So what hope is there then for systems onboard ships? Ships are staffed with young engineers, who probably feel as tempted as I do to mess around with things that are working fine. Useless though Hewlett Packard was, they would be even more useless if I had to pay Inmarsat satellite rates to call them. 

My working environment isn’t swaying up and down on the tide and I had a good night’s sleep last night. And our office always has the same staff members in there; we don’t have a different group of people we’ve never met working here overnight. Having worked in an office for 5 years I probably have more IT experience than most seafarers. 

So that leads me to think of the enormity of the problems shipping companies face, if they want functioning computer networks onboard. The ships are staffed with seafarers of about my age, 28, probably with engineering backgrounds like me, who can’t resist the urge to tinker with things in a bid to try and create a perfect system, like me.

Just like me they probably lack the maturity to understand that a system which works almost fine might be better left alone rather than tinkered with in order to try to make it better, because of the risk of making things much worse. 

Shipping companies could, of course, keep their engineers more disciplined than me not to tinker with things, but that sounds unlikely to work. The only real way that computer networks could work onboard ships is if the software is about 50,000 times more reliable than it is now.
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Poor business case for robustness

Unfortunately there is a very poor business case for making software ultra-reliable. Making completely reliable software requires much more investment than making fairly reliable software, and selling software on the basis of its ultra reliability is not particularly easy. 

When making a sale, shipping companies are likely to buy a software which does what they want it to do for low cost, in the same way that we bought a Hewlett Packard printer. 

Just like me, they probably don’t consider paying more for a company which offers better support, so there’s very little economic justification in providing it, unless they can find a way to actually take more revenue from the customer in the process of providing the support, in the same way that Hewlett Packard tries to do. 

And even if the buyer does appreciate the benefit of robust systems at the time of making a purchase, it is very difficult to believe a software company when they tell you their systems are robust because, quite frankly, they all do. 

There is no fair way of knowing which software is robust and which isn’t, and rewarding the software company which made the extra investment into making software robust with your business. 
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A role for Digital Ship

But I see a clear role for Digital Ship magazine here; we can provide a platform for the people who actually use the software and computer systems onboard ship to tell the world which software is robust and which consultants create reliable systems. 

While there could be tricky legal implications for us of publishing someone’s opinion if it’s a negative one, we can certainly publish the positive ones. 

So if you have used the same piece of software for a year and it has never crashed once, please tell us. If your seafarers could use the software without any training whatsoever, please tell us.

If it never went wrong, even with seafarers onboard ship tinkering with it, please tell us. And if the supplier solved any problems promptly and without trying to make more money out of you, please tell us and we’ll publish what you say. 

Enjoy the issue 

