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Where is e-shipping now?

DECK HEAD

Its time for a rethink about the role of technology in shipping. Barry Parker reports

“Hey Barry,” asked the grizzled but familiar face coming out of the crowd near New York’s Penn Plaza. “Any shipping companies looking for a P.R. guy?” A sad day, with this former ace reporter from a once mighty New York maritime publishing presence now casting about for something to do. 

After catching up and exchanging the usual pleasantries, we went through the roster of names, some dimly tied to faces, now retired or working in other publishing venues. The conversation came around to his view that this once mighty print powerhouse could have parlayed its schedule business into a monster vessel cargo bookings venue, had its bosses taken the internet seriously in 1995. “Not true,” I said, “the carrier values its relationship with the customer too much for that.”

We agreed to disagree on how shipping customers would prefer to receive their information, but said we should continue the conversation over some cold jars, probably at Keens (where else). But, like overweight media players visualizing crossing that flimsy bridge into transaction-land, we both knew that our putative meeting would never happen. 

This chance encounter got me thinking about the larger picture, and the impact of the digital revolution on the intermodal world that had been covered every day. The internet did indeed put this venerable transport newspaper out of business, as the big carriers- erstwhile advertisers, wanted to reach their customers directly. 

Indeed print and digital trade media across a wide swath of industries have had difficulty remaining holding on to their publishing business such as liner schedules. Going behind publishing, media companies have had little success in creating trading markets.  

 

SUBHEAD

Media and marketplaces

The magazines and news sites argue that they are independent. Yet, a clear and consistent pattern this year has been that controlled business counts more than neutrality, at least in our present stage of seeding electronic business arms of traditional companies. The media should stick with reporting, providing directory information, and organizing conferences. Providing news content to other sites may provide a revenue stream. 

These days, we are seeing that interaction with the customer requires far more than providing schedules, posting prices or even offering syndicated trade news. Content, more broadly defined to include regulatory requirements by country and by commodity code, for example, is already now being infused into portal offerings.

SUBHEAD

Reinventing yourself

The maritime internet has been a flume ride (kind of a roller coaster, except with an aqua angle) and all concerned, people and companies, have had to reinvent themselves. 

Even Marex.com, a listed company serving recreational boating, announced that it is reshaping itself into a software company and tech services company. Like other marketplace wannabes, a realization has emerged that there is considerable value to hosting or selling the tools to manage the business process that had been developed to support a failed central marketplace. 

The emphasis is on XML and EDI linkups to vendors’ back end systems; it all sounds very familiar, and very sensible. 

We have seen MAN B&W, a leading provider of the diesel engines for big tankers and bulkers, appointed ShipServ as its neutral e-biz platform provider. So, before long, Mercury outboards could be using Marex in a similar capacity. A neutral technology deployed by a partisan interest; now that’s a winner. 

SUBHEAD

Fusing IT with the business

For years, we have heard that information systems can be an integral part of a carrier’s competitive advantage, if properly fused with business objectives. We have suggested that information alliances will subsume other forms of affiliation among carriers. 

The big battle for world domination among liner portals is squarely underway, as both Inttra and GTNexus are now signing up customers. In high profile announcements, the two portals boasted of tie-ups with Kuehne and Nagel (a forwarder and intermediary) and Hewlett Packard (a high volume shipper of high value goods eastbound across the Pacific), respectively. 

Indeed, INTTRA’s INTTRA-LINK is soon to be wed with Tradevision.com’s LOGIMAN, which provides visibility for air cargo forwarders, a marriage which puts INTTRA in front of hundreds of forwarders and hints at one stop shopping, I mean shipping. 

Not to be left behind, GT Nexus has launched its Forwarder Private Network (PFN), a fourth generation offering alongside integrated documentation and carrier schedules. Tradiant (GT Nexus before the name change) participated in the ING Barings Conference, this past March, where John Fontanella, of AMR Research expounded on PTX’s (Private Trading Exchanges) over lunch. We can see that alphabet soup on ING’s luncheon menu was enjoyed by all.

 
The other emerging portal presence, OOCL, a leader in shipping IT for 50 years (according to Issue 2 of its newsletter) has now tied up with MISC and Cosco’s containerline arm, and is in marketing mode. Look for Cargosmart, and its rival portals to offer trade facilitation services through links with content partners. 

In an amusing twist on the portal scene, CargoSmart has also done a deal with Hewlett Packard, not for shipping, but for providing neutral hosting for CargoSmart applications, databases and services. That’s right, Hewlett Packard is hosting one portal and has committed to move boxes of its electronic devices on another portal. Confused? Join the club. 

Who would have thought, maybe five years ago, that battles for customers would be fought based on information systems? Welcome to the flume ride.

SUBHEAD

Wireless information

Two powerful technologies that are already impacting the flow of business information are wireless dissemination of logistics information, and the ability to pull down positions via GPS and then stream the relevant information into a website and or database. 

GT Nexus is already developing a capability to deliver notifications and alerts to wireless devices such as PDAs and mobile phones. Eventually, these wireless capabilities will apply across its entire application suite. 

Wireless notifications have been one of many factors fuelling the success of bunker sales channel Oceanconnect.com, which announced impressive year on year gains for the 2Q 2001. Rival Bunkerworld.com has a deployed its wireless product “Bunkerwap”, enabling cell phone access to prices in major ports.

The e-Business dynamic is far from established in the bunkering world- consider that the Port of Singapore, a huge bunkering hub by virtue of its location, which is now launching a directory, including posted prices, on its site. 

Vessel tracking, where a position derived from GPS is then transmitted typically via Inmarsat, has gained in popularity. My favorite in this category is Purplefinder, visible on the Oldendorff site (and behind the curtains on many more), with its distinctive java applet. 

The real strength here, beyond the attractive display, is an XML capability for transmitting updated position and event data into customer service applications on shipowner websites, for example a password protected map and data page made available to customers. 

Software provider Marex has a different spin on telemetry. It offers services for tracking yachts that are being shipped to dealers, and, once in customers’ hands- providing a panic button of sorts for yachtsmen in distress, and allowing the government to track stolen yachts.  Numerous players are offering GPS linked tracking, however the ability to redirect the information contextually is where the value lies. 

With all the new technologies come tricky questions- what type of access should the government and regulators have to position information? The new transponder technology (AIS) will be part of improved safety as ships can plot each other’s positions on electronic charts and better feed shore based VTIS installations, but vessel names and callsigns could also feed a surveillance scheme. 

Perhaps I have been absorbing too much paranoia from the New York Times, where privacy activists have been railing against the unintended government uses of data collected at automobile red light cameras. 

By the way, the Times took another stab at  covering the shipping business, this time in the real estate section (since there were no big spills, megayachts, or new dotcoms to report on). 

The featured maritime companies might have benefited from my shipping PR wannabe friend – the article described how folks in New Jersey were very peeved by 4000+ TEU vessels and the new warehousing coming in. Just wait until those 8000 TEU monsters, and regional feeder barges, start appearing on the New York VTIS a few years out! 

