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"Business processes and the Internet settle in for the long haul "
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MARK STENNETT, NETWORK CHARTERING

To die you need first have to have lived, and the shipping dot coms were never truly alive before they were written off. Some companies, like ShipDesk, blew up on the launch pad, and many other URLs stored under 'my favourites' now simply return page not found. Other major players such as Level Seas have altered both their business and their software models, and now, more than ever, look like traditional software companies. While the focus may have changed, the use of the Internet and the World Wide Web in shipping is not going to abate or even disappear, even though it has been knocked off the front pages for the time being. 

It seems that concepts are clearly dividing into tools for pre-fixture markets and those for post, sometimes separately, sometimes combined. Pre-fixture tools such as GoReefers are leading the innovation in the way markets interact whilst being careful not to bite the hand that feeds them. This is a new approach and inevitably goes against the grain of conventional thinking for a time, but hang in there and watch acceptance quietly grow until we all wondered how we ever did without it.

On the post fixture side the challenges are somewhat different. The technology is not so disruptive that it radically changes the way business is done, but to be effective the systems need to be woven into the very fabric of the organisation if they are to reach the promised land of web enabled process flow tools. 

Post fixture, or voyage management systems have been around in various forms for years with the likes of ShipNet, Danaos and Armada Data, as well as the host of custom built systems used by the bigger shipping companies. However, the cool Internet bit is that the new generation of systems is promising to embrace the web and allows users with the same systems to communicate and exchange data whilst allowing suppliers to enter data directly and customers to access information directly. What needs to be understood is that process gains are first achieved at the end of the process and not at the start, and in shipping at least, the web generally lives at the start of the process. That means companies need to address the internal process flow issues before they can begin to profit from the external (i.e. internet) ones. Some companies that have implemented integrated systems have seen the data input role move up the chain from the accounting department to the operations department where it has stalled, needing the Internet to push it through and out to the edges of the web. 

Strategic and Level Seas are two newcomers to this role, having bought old voyage operation systems and attempting to breathe new life into them with web based front ends. The biggest challenge in implementing these systems is just that, the implementation. Where gaps exist you have to change the business, or change the system. In most cases the former is considered easier and cheaper, but this also has the greatest impact on the business and its processes. Only once these systems are successfully implemented will they be able to provide their customers with what they promise. I know ShipNet have been working on this issue for years and have developed implementation methodologies specifically around this.

So what has this got to do with the web? Well, without this level of implementation, the goal of web enabled process flow efficiencies will fall short of the mark. It would seem to me that existing software companies should be the ones best placed to take advantage of the internet, but new kids on the block are going to have to learn from the old school before they start to preach the new, if they want to successfully get their systems accepted. They better be quick however as the new boys are learning fast and those that can hold onto their cash for just a bit longer will be a real threat.

I've no doubt that the Internet will once again reign supreme but just don't expect it to happen overnight with a cute downloadable .exe file and a few days training. 

