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Many different IT systems are involved in making the maritime industry work, and there are various innovative projects to link them more effectively. Onboard the ship as much as in the shore-based office, integration has become invaluable. BODY 

The trend of integration is a general and overwhelming one in shipping. In fact, it seems as though e-procurement platforms don’t have a choice but to strike ‘strategic alliances’ with the software community in order to get their foot in the door at all.

On the ship operator’s side, however, there has been quite some reluctance to get involved in the e-procurement hubs that have sprung up in the last two years. This reluctance is not only based on commercial considerations, but technical aspects, too. 

The positive examples, like the use of ShipServ’s TradeNet by Danish shipowner J Lauritzen for all its purchasing activities, do not simply assume that e-procurement as such is the way to go, but acknowledge that the integration of an existing in-house purchasing and/or maintenance system with an internet hub could create distinct advantages for a company’s effectiveness. 

But after all buyers are human (for the time being) and humans are creatures of habit. The complexity of a user interface must not be under-estimated, which is one of the reasons why ship operators don’t throw new software packages at their employees. Sure, there are economic reasons, too.

Assuming the software does its job well and that a company has spent a fortune on training and maintenance, it is not easily replaceable. In fact, it is not viable unless the new solution is time and money saving to large degree. 

The trend of dying dot.coms has, bizarrely, not killed the interest in the technology itself and online trading is understood to have a time and money saving effect after all. But, and that’s a big and significant but, this is only true if or when the technology works and, of course, convinces potential customers.

Integration seems to have come along as the saviour of the day, enabling ship operators to maintain their ‘old ways’ without isolating themselves by ignoring new developments, either.  

So far so good, but how come that when ten years ago the various systems couldn’t communicate in any way, all kinds of software can now easily be integrated with each other? Enter the techno wizards who have brought us new programming standards. Or have they?
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Setfair

http://www.setfair.com

For e-procurement provider Setfair integration is not a new concept. In fact, according to Setfair’s Gregor Ross, it has been an issue in the software industry for the last decade and not just become a hot trend.

Setfair claims its business strategy has, from the very beginning, seen the implementation of integrated solutions to enable e-procurement. The company never regarded itself as an amazon.com of the shipping industry. But then, who would admit that nowadays?

Gregor Ross recommends “shipping companies should integrate to benefit from the advantages of e-business”, the solutions for which can be delivered by Setfair. For the whole of the market, not just a few key players, that’s the emphasis. Thereby, e-procurement is the first step, with logistic solutions and other services following in the future.

Setfair likes to stress its ability and wish to integrate with other e-procurement providers to offer the broadest range of services possible. The maritime industry does, after all, have needs that can be catered for by outside industries, too. 

Gil Patrick, chairman of Setfair, confirms that there has always been the choice of either delivering an infrastructure or being an internet shop. He adds, “the need for integration has been on the cards for a while, that’s why it’s always been part of Setfair’s strategy.”

Setfair products are based on a middleware product, the TIPCO hub, which is also servicing Wall Street, which means it has itself established in the non-maritime world. This is an important aspect in Mr Patrick’s eyes. Also, the software itself, a customised Oracle product, carries the name of a reputable brand used across various other industries.

Potential customers are offered a choice of three types of integration, namely light, medium and tight integration, which basically build on each other and respond to the IT and network standard already in use. In any case, the integration can start quite lightly and be ‘tightened’ according to changing needs.

In an ideal future scenario the tight integration will eventually enable the buyer to access the supplier’s electronic catalogue directly, which is probably the smoothest purchasing procedure possible.
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Open to e-procurement


Unfortunately, the shipping industry doesn’t seem to be open enough towards e-procurement. One of the reasons may be that new technologies and standards need to prove themselves on the commercial markets before they convince a traditional business like maritime. Even Richard Derham, chief technical officer at Setfair admits, “there is a bit of work to be done to make different standards communicate.”


The particular challenge is larger companies, which have a variety of software systems in use. They need to build an internal network first, with the different software packages interacting. This ‘internal’ solution can then be successfully connected to an external hub.


Software isn’t easily replaced and the IT budget of a ship operator is not without limit – quite on the contrary - so companies won’t throw their software out just because it may be a couple of years old or from different developers. Here, quite obviously, integration should offer the perfect solution.


Therefore, instead of creating a new standard for the maritime industry, it may be more effective to customize established standards for the needs of the marine market, argues Setfair. This could also have a positive effect on the so far more sceptical members of the maritime community.

Mr Derham says that the industry is not ready for one single standard, such as MTML, as there are too many existing systems in use, for example in back office systems “and as long as they can communicate, you can work with them. MTML as a standard does yet have to prove itself as a reliable, but flexible standard.”
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iShipExchange

http://www.ishipexchange.com

Donald Staffin of iShipExchange, too, argues that “because business applications vary so widely, especially in the maritime industry, there is no one standard which can be used for integration.” Yet, the company’s involvement in MeCA also means that it supports the improvement and standardization of MTML.

Mr Staffin acknowledges that MTML is an evolving standard.  Even with the outstanding work being done by the MeCA technical committee, it will take some time to gain the level of robustness that will meet the overwhelming majority of needs.  

“In some cases the demand for interface technology is actually running ahead of the standard, and no B2B exchange would be foolish enough to delay a potential paying client,” he says. He predicts that there will be an increase in volume of MTML-based transactions over time, “but it will be a deliberate rather than immediate process.”


Regarding iShipExchange’s choice to offer integration instead of an internet shop solution, Mr Staffin says, “we have believed that the fragmented nature of the industry and the technical hurdles, especially in Asia, point toward an more integrated approach, with on-line components in appropriate places.” 


In case of an integration solution being implemented, there are, of course, a lot of considerations to start of with. The type of integration depends for example on the standard export driver for purchase orders and requests for requisition. 


Because of issues dealing with features of the exchange and the software package used in-house, and the way both compare to each other, iShipExchange decided to develop its own system rather than using and customising existing packages.


Mr Staffin says, “iShipExchange has been designed with a special translation interface layer that gives us the ability to quickly adapt to the various differences in the counterparty's system.”


Of course, there could be a scenario, which finds the interested ship operator without an in-house system. In that case iShipExchange “might recommend an existing package solution or supply our own customized solution.”  Otherwise, “and more commonly, we supply ShipEx-L, a light footprint MS Excel-based application for both the ship and the office which allows the operator to integrate immediately.”
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ShipServ and Logimatic

http://www.shipserv.com

Having completed the integration between their own purchasing software at Danish ship owner J Lauritzen and ShipServ’s TradeNet, there has been a new development for both companies.

Carl Rubin of ShipServ says, "Logimatic is one of a number of integrations we have completed and serves those maritime companies using Logimatic's products. That integration effort is now complete, fully operational and is being used by companies for purchasing transactions.


“Also, ShipServ has been expanding both the pace and scope of our product development and given Logimatic's depth of experience in the area of maritime procurement, we are utilizing them for a portion of our product development plans."
Grimur Lund of Logimatic confirms that his company signed a co-operative agreement about Logimatic ultimately being a strategic partner involved in software development additional to ShipServ’s own development department.

In a recent press briefing, Paul Ostergaard declared that the trend of his company was to refrain from being solely an e-procurement hub, but to provide integration solutions complete with the client software for them to effectively use e-procurement in the sense of the word, via an electronic link.

About the integration of Logimatic’s purchasing software with the internet hub, Mr Lund admits, “It was a substantial job to integrate the two systems, but it went smoothly, because ShipServ was a good partner. The most important issue was the ShipServ was very MTML compliant.” 

Both softwares are based on the MTML standard, which according to both parties is essential for a successful integration. Where there was incompliance, ShipServ changed its software especially to enable a better integration.

Mr Lund claims, “everybody can integrate, but it is after all quite a substantial job to enable a working integration. It is quite hard to establish seamless integration. In this specific case, it proved a bigger job than we would have thought.”


In the new agreement it says that Logimatic is particularly involved in the development of the ship-to-shore link. Both servers, on the ship as well as in the shore-based office, need to be linked to the communications equipment onboard, to enable a synchronisation between them. 

Mr Lund says, “Integration to the ship is very vital, the whole aspect is very essential. It is the success factor for the whole system. The bottleneck is how to get the information available. There needs to be reliable, electronic data transfer.” 

Using the MTML standard, which is supported and promoted by the Maritime e-Commerce Association (MeCA), promises to enable integration between Logimatic and any e-procurement provider that uses it.

 In fact, according to Mr Lund “it doesn’t make sense in this world to have exclusive agreements. We will not refuse to integrate with any other provider. But our trust is based on MTML. We’d be reluctant to develop interfaces that are dealing with other standards.”

ShipServ, as a member of MeCA and in cooperation with the International Maritime Purchasing Association (IMPA), “was one of the driving forces to develop and promote the use of MTML as the industry standard to establish the requisite confidence needed by the customer base to transition their business processes to the more efficient e-commerce model,” says Mr Rubin. 

He adds, “MTML gives the maritime community the ability to seamlessly conduct a variety of business functions between multiple trading partners who each may have vastly different in-house systems.  Before MTML, the maritime industry was essentially the proverbial Tower of Babel.  

“MTML overcomes that barrier and each company is assured that a one time investment in integration is justified.  A maritime specific standard was necessary, as the industry has specialized needs, such as the mobility of the ships, for example."
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MarineProvider and Xantic

http://www.marineprovider.com

Referring to MTML as a single standard for the maritime industry, Collin Lewis of Marine Provider says, “to our knowledge, no one thinks that we should make up our own language and standard just because we're the maritime industry and we're different from everyone else.”

However, it does no one any good to have players in the maritime industry mix and match pieces of standards and protocols from other industries. This won't reduce the cost of integration and interoperability and won't ensure that the unique needs of the maritime industry are met.”

He continues: “Instead, we see MTML as an overarching framework. It should draw on the experience learned in other industries and it should define a set of protocols and document formats that do meet the specific needs of our industry. 

“In some cases, we will completely adopt standards from other domains; in other cases, we will adjust and customize those standards; and in a few cases, we will need to define standards specifically for the maritime industry.”

In the last months it seemed as though the e-procurement community has collectively changed its business strategies and shifted from being trading platforms to becoming software providers. The term “infrastructure” springs to mind. 

Collin Lewis insists, though, “MarineProvider's vision has never changed. We learnt very early on to build the system and technology platform first. MarineProvider's focus has been carefully aligned with the unique needs of our customers - a procurement solution that simplifies and improves the existing workflow.  

“We have developed a solid infrastructure by listening to our customers, by investing in new technologies that will provide our customers with more and better products of the sort they want.” 

As the other players, MarineProvider provides an electronic, internet enabled, maritime procurement solution that integrates into its customers’ back-office systems.


One of the maintenance and purchasing packages, which MarineProvider integrates with, is AMOS, a Xantic (and former SpecTec) product.  At the moment, the AMOS family of products is portal enabled for MarineSupplier and e4marine, but it is still looking for alliances with other e-procurement hubs.

Gunnar Hilsen of Xantic says that the company is committed to develop more portal interfaces that will come on line in the weeks and months to come. Xantic will have a seamless interface to most of the winning maritime portals.

In terms of those arrangements Mr Hilsen says that Xantic does not consider negotiating exclusive arrangements with online services. He argues that as the world's leading provider of onboard management software, it is in a position to become the standard onboard requisitioning system for the maritime e-commerce industry. 

"We will provide a standard interface and thereby make AMOS software available to any e-business venture that is interested," he says.
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A long history

Xantic claims to have a 'long' history of promoting e-business to support established working procedures based on the customers existing application portfolio. As co-founder of e4marine it has certainly proven its sincere interest in the issue.

Xantic believes one of the key drivers in achieving transaction cost savings is to unite the engineer who makes the requisition onboard with the supplier in this way. Thus, the number of steps in the administration process in order to complete an order is reduced. 

Purchasers can track the order status as it progresses through the supply cycle and when a delivery is completed successfully, they receive a confirmation electronically.

As the latest addition to the AMOS product portfolio, AMOS Express version 3.0 is now available to the shipping industry. According to Mr Hilsen, “the primary objective of the Xantic software development team was to design a system that could offer shipping companies comprehensive solutions for cost-effective fleet management without adding to crew costs.” 

AMOS Express is also fully compatible with other leading Xantic products, including AMOS Maintenance, AMOS Purchase and AMOS Mail. Through the electronic link via MarineProvider and e4marine, these functions are also integrated on a larger scale, with the world wide web.

Ulysses Systems

http://www.ulysses-systems.com
The products of the ISM Solutions series by Ulysses Systems are Microsoft-based ‘local’ databases, which are planned to be web-enabled in the near future.

Whereas software was developed as stand-alone systems ten years ago, nowadays “modern technologies are designed to talk to each other”, says Panteleimon Pantelis of Ulysses Systems. He adds that “software needs to be able to integrate” and the altogether image of the industry is that it has become more intellectual in a sense of communication.


Breaking the industry down into the various components it provides in terms of software products for marine management purposes, the question is whether it makes sense today to deliver an all-round solution from one provider or to create technologies, which are easy to integrate. 

“Developing software is an expensive business,” says Mr Pantelis. “You have to focus on things you are good at and use as many other components as possible.” Quite clearly, “the need for integration comes down to basic economics.”

 
With the use of IT progressing constantly, more users are handling different electronic tools to do their jobs effectively. Products range from maintenance and purchasing (M&P) software to document managers and applications that handle crew data and general management assistants.


This variety of products, developed on different standards and by different companies is, of course, needed to communicate with each other. Yet, integration is not always feasible. Standards that were created a decade ago may require too great an effort. Man-hours at a software provider are, after all, expensive.


Ulysses claims that the newest versions of its products are never older than 18 months, which means they are always based on the newest technological developments, to guarantee easy and seamless integration. Mr Pantelis also says that Ulysses’ “software is designed to link with any communications provider.”

At the moment, Ulysses is in talks about integration with various e-procurement providers to enable clients with its maintenance and purchasing module to deal with their purchasing activities fully electronically.

AVECS

http://www.avecs.de
Software provider AVECS also faces the problem of shipside integration between its various management software modules and the e-mail system onboard, which can be based on any standard imaginable, it claims.

Very typically, AVECS technicians are configuring the software with whichever communications system is already installed, which could be anything from Rydex, MTN Shipnet, Globe Wireless or other communications software.

Another important aspect is that only a quarter of AVECS customers have e-mail at all (to this point). The remaining majority is handling its data transfer via disk.

If e-mail exists, though, it can be integrated with the software onboard and on the shore-side. There are different scenarios. 

An attachment can be sent with the e-mail, which either updates the local database automatically or needs to be double-clicked to be initiated. There could be a routing solution, which means that the subject of the e-mail determines the target application. According to Rene Jahncke, head of international business development at AVECS, this is the most advanced form of integration.

Problems with different standards are particularly acute when for example an e-mail system is not MAPI compliant. This messaging standard was introduced as to enable the communication between different email applications.

Also, according to Mr Jahncke, “the more complex the ship the more complex its IT infrastructure.” This means that the next challenge is to develop interfaces which sit between the onboard network server, not the single PC, and the communications link which sends information to the shore-based office.

The data replication between the two servers is done via synchronisation. The databases are scanned for differences, which are then exchanged. There is no full data exchange with each transfer. The data exchange module by AVECS, for example, synchronises via either disk or e-mail. The update can be manual or automatic. 


In any case, though, AVECS regards integration as a matter of economic feasibility. If it becomes too complex it may be more efficient to invest in new software than into expensive man-hours for programmers. Mr Jahncke stresses, though, that is not necessarily the older software, which is harder to integrate.

He adds that the development, which aims for a single industry standard, e.g. MTML, is still prone to failure. “This is a trial and error procedure of development and practise, it takes time to establish a standard which works reliably,” he says. Established standards should, therefore, be adopted and customized according to the needs of the maritime industry.

AVECS’ document manager, for example, uses MTML / XML, but only for completely standardised commands.

Mr Jahncke acknowledges that “shipping is a very conservative and comparably slow business, and its IT systems are usually three or more years behind the market standard. Although most ship operators want to cut costs and effort, they don’t want to have the most recent technologies as there is a lot of scepticism about it functioning reliably,” he says.

ABS-NS

http://www.abs-ns.com
“Ideally, people onboard a ship are used to particular applications, they shouldn’t be affected by the means of procurement,” comments Michael Johnson of ABS-NS, 

In that respect, the software provider is working together with SeaSupplier and supplies customers who wish to connect to the hub with an interface. This is the only way ABS-NS is operating at all: on the wish of its customers. If they are requesting integration with an e-procurement hub, ABS-NS is doing it. The company is less enthusiastic about being approached by the e-procurement community itself.

ABS-NS has its own e-procurement solution, an electronic link to the purchasing departments of a ship operator, who can then distribute applets to the suppliers it would like to link with electronically.

According to Mr Johnson, “The open bid method is e-business. ABS-NS initiates a direct electronic link” There is practically no middleman, but a direct link from the buyer to the supplier. The information is transferred via an XML email attachment.

ABS-NS offers seamless integration for fleet management via its SafeNet software. On the shore-based side, integration is also needed between the M&P software and the financial package of the ship operator.

Mr Johnson says, “It is not always easy to integrate any system with another. There have to be common features between them.” Yet, he rejects the idea of a single standard for the maritime industry. “Interfaces should work the old-fashioned way, there is no need for a single standard like MTML, which by the way isn’t even fully developed yet”, he says.


“I am not sure whether the industry will go with one single standard, especially if it is created by small organisations which don’t have the means to push it through. It is tough to enforce this.” 



In terms of the technique used by ABS-NS, there are export and import files which are either taken out of or put into a database. A code reformats a single file according to its function. During the data transfer, the file is not simply dumped in the database because there is a danger of corruption.

Mr Johnson says that, of course, the integration between ship and shore is technically difficult because of the satellite communications link, but via daily synchronisation the servers onboard the ship as well as in the office are kept up to date.

A transaction log documents, for example, requisitions and purchase orders and creates a flag in the database wherever a change occurs. This ASCI file will then be zipped and the parameters connect to the e-mail system (mostly over night). The message that is created, features an ASCI attachment and a subject line that can be identified by the other server and so compared to the ‘identical database’. 

This is the idea of a reliable and effective, automated update between the ship, its shore-based office and in case of an e-link, the supplier at the other end of the line. In an ideal case, this is electronic procurement.

