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Standards for containers
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The process of managing containers with lots of different shipping lines would be much easier if we had standards for data communication. Tim Power reports

BODY

The data communication challenge in the container shipping industry lies in the sheer number and variety of participants involved in any cargo movement. A walk down the supply chain identifies a long list of parties who need access to information relating to a consignment.

At the origin, we have the shipper, the shipper’s bank, forwarder or other third party logistics company, the trucker, receiving depot, mover of cargo to port (truck, rail, barge operator), customs, container terminal operator, deep-sea carrier (i.e. B/L issuer), deep-sea carrier alliance vessel operator;

At the destination, we have the deep-sea carrier alliance vessel operator, deep-sea carrier (i.e. B/L issuer), container terminal operator, customs, mover cargo to delivery depot or ICD (truck, rail, barge operator), delivery depot, forwarder or other 3PL, the consignee’s bank and the consignee.

This adds up to at least 18 different parties, all of which have multiple individuals who need to share information about the cargo and its changing location and status. Add to this the suppliers and subcontractors of this group and you begin to get an idea of the scale of the information challenge in container shipping and the importance of simplifying and standardising data transfer processes and formats.

SUBHEAD

Creating standards
The United Nations started work on developing trade standards in 1960, a long time before the introduction of computers into world trade, through the UN/ECE Working Party on the Simplification and Standardization of External Trade Documents, which became in l972 the Working Party on Facilitation of International Trade Procedures.  

It expressed the objective very clearly. “When data is interchanged between trade partners by means other than paper documents, e.g. by teletransmission methods, including direct exchange between computer systems, a common "language" should be used with an agreed mode of expressing it, i.e. common protocols, message identification, agreed abbreviations or codes for data representation, message and data element separators. 

“If a universally accepted standard is not used, the "language" has to be agreed bilaterally between each pair of interchange partners. Taking into account the large number of parties exchanging data for an international trade transaction and the ever increasing number of potential users of teletransmission techniques, it is obvious that such a bilateral approach is not viable.” 

The result of the UN’s labour can be seen at www.unece.org/trade/untdid. A look at the directories shows an extensive list of standard messages covering all aspects of international trade (although why anyone should wish to use MEDREQ - medical service request – instead of picking up the phone to their doctor is a mystery to me). Well-established messages include BAPLIE (bay plan), CODECO (container in/out gate) and COPARN (container announcement).  

SUBHEAD

Is there one standard?

This looks like the Promised Land until we realise that these messages are not applied globally. In the USA, in particular, the message standard is ANSI X12 and is equally well developed. 

In many cases too, companies have interpreted or strayed from the defined specification thus requiring their trading partners to support different versions of the same EDI document. “The great thing about standards” goes the old joke “is that there are so many to choose from.” 

To make life more complicated, other industries, which are customers of the shipping lines, have developed their own data messaging standards. The automotive industry has used ODETTE since 1986, a time when no suitable non-proprietary EDI standards existed, and other industries have developed their own, incompatible, standards. 

Now, recognising the desirability of global standards and the progress made, these industries are starting to migrate to the UN EDIFACT (electronic data interchange for administration, commerce and transport) messages. ODETTE, for example, is now working to provide its users with a complete set of official subsets of EDIFACT messages.

SUBHEAD

Difficulties for carriers

Shipping lines have had to deal with this complexity and it has affected EDI (electronic data interchange) penetration in their businesses. Uwe Rieksmeier of Hapag Lloyd says that it uses EDI (both EDIFACT and ANSI) extensively.  “ With container terminals, we now have high EDI coverage, both of processes and of geography,” he says. 

Away from the terminals however, the gaps start to appear. Truckers and inland depots (particularly smaller ones) are not using EDI and, in many cases, data has to be captured manually. As well as adding administrative effort, the lack of EDI slows down data update and impairs container visibility in a key segment of the supply chain.

The gaps are even greater between the carriers and their customers where the development EDI has been severely inhibited by a lack of standardisation and/or the need for customisation. To date the scale of the integration task has been too great for the general adoption of EDI despite the efficiencies this would generate.

SUBHEAD

Just add XML

Into this already complex mix, we add XML (extensible Mark-up Language). Although XML is inherently more flexible than traditional EDI, allowing, as it does, meaning as well as content to be transmitted in a message, it still needs standards. Document Type Definitions (DTDs) and Schema both need to be set up and agreed globally to allow XML to be used really efficiently. 

The answer to this is ebXML (www.ebxml.org), which is being developed jointly by UN/CEFACT (www.unece.org/cefact) and OASIS (www.oasis-open.org). The objective is “To provide an open XML-based infrastructure enabling the global use of electronic business information in an interoperable, secure and consistent manner by all parties.”

In the meantime, of course, business goes on and people have to find other ways to deal with the problem. Business integration and data transformation tools are now being developed to allow machine-machine communication. 

Dr. Christian Boettger of the Institute of Shipping Logistics (ISL) describes how ISL’s Application Interconnectivity Management (AIM) works. 

“Integration links AIM with the user’s application system where it can input or extract data either automatically or as triggered by the application integration,” he says. “AIM takes information from the application, stores it in the communications database, retrieves it from the database and then passes it to the application system of the correspondent.” 

Webmethods, a US-based integration company is working in the same area and claims to have the broadest standards support of any integration vendor.
Steve Dowse, CIO of International Asset Systems (IAS), thinks these tools have a vital role. .  IAS itself is using webMethods’ business integration platform as part of its Hub. 

“The business is moving too fast for standards bodies to keep up”, he says.  “This is not helped by the zeal, bordering on fanaticism, with which different groups argue their case. 

“Meanwhile we have to get on with our business and, as the data transformation technology, improves the standards themselves get less relevant.”

The developing liner portals provide this integration too, such as GT Nexus through Global Connect and INTTRA with INTTRA-LINK. Both are likely to be a major force in standards development as well.
Ger Endenburg, Managing Director of Copas and Secretary of SMDG (shipplanning message development group), the European arm of UN/CEFACT, is optimistic that standards will be delivered soon. “ I know the ebXML groups are really working very hard to get this work done,” he says.  “The results should be available within the next 3-6 months.” 

This may indeed be fast enough for an industry that has tended to approach new technology with caution. His only concern is “that certain power-players will try to set the standard and if they don't get away with it, they will tell their partners that the standard must be extended.” 

Whether the standards or new data transformation technologies win this race, the result for businesses will be the same: a new world of ever-increasing enterprise system interoperability. It’s time to start thinking about how this will drive the bottom line.

