Using software for knowledge management is a very exciting and tempting project. Most organisations have people with enormous amounts of knowledge in them, but finding ways to share the knowledge and give it to the right people is very difficult; the thought of using a computer system to assist is extremely tempting and potentially very exciting.

In our article, we profile some of the most exciting projects to share knowledge in the maritime industry and discuss how they work, including MarineTalk, BASS/ SAFIR, Resurgence Software and how data from voyage data recorders might be used. 
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Knowledge management systems are very attractive. Every company has its experts; the people who might be annoying but know the answers to plenty of different questions, because they've been around for about 20 years and have the intelligence to process, store and retrieve all the information at the right time, and take pride in their ability to do so. 

These people are normally difficult to get hold of and well paid, who are completely vital to the healthy operations of a business. The prospect of turning them into a computer system is tempting. 

Just think: every time you want the answer to a question, you press a button and there it is. No problems gathering together lots of stubborn academics, 17-year old computer programmers and semi-retired old fogies and stroking their egos for about 20 minutes before they help you. 

The reality is quite different, firstly because no computer technology has yet been developed which can go anywhere near being able to replicate the skills of a human being; secondly, the costs of gathering all of this knowledge, putting it into a computer system and indexing it so the computer can find it easily is absolutely enormous. We're kind of looking for some kind of midway approach.

SUBHEAD

MarineTalk 

Vancouver-based maritime information company MarineTalk has plans to develop a system to provide technical specifications for procurement and equipment over the internet.

The system will not include any equipment data or prices; it will be strictly geared towards technical information. Users will pay fees to use the system; there will be no associated transactions. 

MarineTalk has won C$3.3m (USS$2.2m) funding from CANARIE, a Canadian non-governmental organisation geared towards developing internet-based systems in Canada, to develop an expert content management system for maritime engineering. 

MarineTalk will use the money to develop engineering and procurement support software, including an expert system and knowledge modelling, to improve business processes in the maritime and "other vertical markets." 

The investment must be paid back within five years; CANARIE will not take any equity stake in the venture.  

The system will be dubbed "Sourcing management and requisition tool" (SMaRT) and will work over the internet. 

facilitating rapid generation of technical specifications for procurement and integration of systems and equipment, in much less time than normally. It will include an extensive knowledge database with a wealth of engineering expertise, describing typical marine subsystems and equipment. 

It can provide information about requirements for a complex system, what problems might be encountered and what limits can be specified. 

Suppliers can test online "what if" scenarios and ensure their bids are compliant. 

This is quite a strong project diversion for MarineTalk, which until now had been operating a popular news and information service on its website, marinetalk.com, and its e-mail newsletter. 

MarineTalk says that this work, building reputation, brand and customer base, as well as an advisory board of internationally recognised experts and companies, leads well into the system. 

This is clearly a hugely ambitious project. "Our biggest challenges are to design a superior expert system software,  collect the engineering knowledge and develop an information model. I say challenges, but we  have them under control," claims MarineTalk's Danek Kilinski. 

"We believe that we have at least 2 years market lead on any potential competitors," says Mr Kilinski. 
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Collaborating with e-procurement systems

Part of the plan is to collaborate with the systems for selling ship supplies online. Whilst the system will never be extended to include e-procurement, it can provide a front end to these systems. 

SmaRT “emulates an interaction a user might have with a human expert and as a result produces technical documents that are indispensable for the procurement and integration purposes,” says Mr Kilinski. 

 “We have experience in this technology and, I believe, we have a very unique concept. 

“The most of the value will be in the knowledge base, its information model, and software tools that facilitate the knowledge acquisition.  Other elements will also represent valuable intellectual property.”  
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BASS AND SAFIR

Maritime software company Barber Software Systems, together with Norwegian P+I mutual insurance club Gard, have launched the latest version of SAFIR (safety reporting system). 

The idea is to provide seafarers with information they need to avoid calamaties at sea. 

It is designed to meet the safety and reporting requirements of section 9 of the ISM code.

The SAFIR system was originally developed in 1995 by the Norwegian Shipowners Association, Gard Services AS, Marintek, DNV and a group of Norwegian shipowners, as an accident reporting system. 

The idea is that the system provides shipping companies with the information they need to make quick decisions about safety. 

The ambition is to get mundane operating data and turn it into meaningful information. For example, a company specific checklist of inspections onboard can be used to generate information about accidents and non conformities. 

The system makes it very easy for seafarers to report incidents; making it easy should encourage seafarers to fill in even the smallest incident and put data into the system. 

Users can then be kept updated about what is going on onboard and in the office. 

SAFIR 4.0 stores the various messages, reports and documents. 

It includes functionality to share the rates of underwriters and automatically calculate insurance claims, synchronising data with the insurance company. 

The ambition is that the software integrates closely with crewing, payroll, vessel operations and document management systems, sharing data between the applications. 

The system can be accessed through a web browser. 

The system is already used by more than 50 shipowners and ship managers; representing a fleet size of more than 1500 ships. 
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Resurgence software 

Resurence Software, based in New Orleans, has developed software to help shipping companies monitor the performance of the different equipment they have, so they can use this information to make procurement decisions and find ways to reduce the amount of maintenance required by using more reliable equipment. 

The company estimates that ship managers can save up to 15 per cent of their annual maintenance costs through using the system, a very useful saving in an industry that has already nailed its costs to the floor. The costs of implementing the system are around 1 to 2 per cent of a company’s maintenance budget.

Every shipping company has stories about equipment they have purchased which broke down more than they expected, or finding that they are spending three times more on one generator than another. The Resurgence Software compiles and presents reports on this data, making it much easier to find ways to cut costs.  

The system generates reports about how often a specific piece of equipment breaks down, so the shipping company can make a decision about whether to replace it or continue working with it. 

The system gathers data such as the average time taken to repair breakdowns, and compares the actual rate of equipment breakdown against what the manufacturers said it would be. 

It records the number of man hours taken to repair a fault and the specific parts (such as a bearing) that failed, and whether the fault caused the vessel to be held up or lead to an increase in fuel consumption (as the vessel’s speed was increased to get her back on schedule). Another section records the cause of the fault, if known. 

The data analysis can give a sense of how reliable a certain piece of equipment is, which can affect a future purchase decision. It can also be used to help prevent the same fault from re-occurring. 

The system analyses trends, for example to find it if a piece of equipment’s reliability is decreasing, it may be worthwhile replacing it. 

The data can run either onboard the vessel, or in the shore office or both, depending on where most equipment purchasing decisions are made. It provides a continuous record of performance, which is not lost when a new chief engineer comes onboard and does not pass the information on. 

Currently, data is input manually into the software, but later on interfaces will be written into people’s existing maintenance managemnnt packages, or data can be imported from one system to another. A web interface will be written in a future development, enabling different offices from the same company to access the database. 

The company grew through joint research efforts between the US Navy and University of New Orleans Gulf Coast Region Maritime Technology Center. About $2m was invested into it. It is based on systems already developed for aerospace and nuclear power industries. 

Resurgence is actually selling version 4.0 of the software; the first three versions were used for research purposes in the US Navy. 

A great deal of effort has been made into ensuring that the system has a user friendly display. 

The software shows a diagram of a piece of equipment’s failure record, against a calendar. The user can access more information about the failure by double clicking on it. 
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The first applications

The first initiative will be dedicated to helping shipowners benchmark shipyards which provide drydocking services. Vessel owners and operators will be able to rate shipyard performance in a defined set of categories, which will be compiled in a database. 

"We expect that shipyards will initially be very uneasy about this concept, but we hope that they will ultimately embrace it as a part of their own quality control benchmarking," comments Dave Milla, VP customer service with Resurgence. 

Another initiative is tracking the reliability of reefer container cooling systems. Resurgence has had interest from a major shipping line, which operates many thousand refrigeration units and wants to gather data about which ones work the best. The software will be run onboard the ships. 
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The business basis

Resurgence is building its business in two steps. Firstly, has created software which provides a useful service helping shipowners compare equipment and services across their company and shipping fleet. 

The second stage is to allow shipping companies to share benchmaking data between them, so the amount of available data is much more enormous and the value of the service is much increased. They can look at a company with similar vessels and equipment and find out what the company’s experience was with it. 

To protect commercially sensitive information from being released, shipowners cannot identify which company the information came from. 

Currently, Resurgence has 64 ship years of data in its master database, with the system onboard 20 vessels, which is not really enough for the company to sell it. However it hopes that it will have enough data to sell subscriptions by the 4th quarter of this year. Obviously there will need to be a considerable amount of data so users cannot work out which data came from which company. 

To encourage shipping companies to consent to having their data in the central database, if they do they will be able to access data in it free of charge. 
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Partnership with Ulysses

Resurgence recently formed a partnership with Ulysses Systems, which produces a “Task Assistant” tool to enable shipping companies to share knowledge around the company. 

Under the terms of the agreement, Ulysses will gather data about equipment performance from users of its Task Assistant, and with their consent input this data into the Resurgence database.

“One of the things that struck both Ulysses and us was how amazingly complementary our software systems were,” comments Mr Milla. “Not just from a functionality standpoint, but also from our entire approach to the issue of business intelligence and corporate memory.”

SUBHEAD

Voyage data recorders
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Voyage data recorders, about to be introduced, record everything that has happened over the past 12 hours on the bridge, including an audio record of the bridge conversations, a video record of the radar display and all navigational and operational data. 

The taks of installing a voyage data recorder can be mammoth, if it involves working out how to interface the recording device with lots of different non-standard electronic devices onboard. But once this work is completed, the possibility arises of doing more with it. 

The VDRs are being implemented because shipowners are forced to under various different legislation. However, once they are fitted, they will become a repository of valuable informaiton and many of the VDR manufacturers hope that more use can be found of it. 

“Right now, people are so verwhelmed with the idea of the initial investment,” comments Tom King, director of the strategic business unit, marine information services at Litton Marine Systems.

“But we think that after people put in this, they'll start to realise some utility and value, in the forms of training, forums of performance reports. This is a rich database about information of the ship's operation.”

“We see the introduction of applications, such as fuel tracking, for the fleet,” he comments. “It could be used for training for bridge officers. If a ship is coming into a port, they can review the last entry and figure out how they might want to do it differently.”

The mandatory requirements are that the voyage data recorder stores data for the last 12 hours. However the low cost of memory storage means that it is easy to configure the system to store data for much longer periods of time, particularly when you avoid the data-heavy video record of the radar screen and audio recording of the bridge. 

With records going back for months, it would be possible to look for trends in, say, fuel consumption over a particular voyage and check that nothing has happened to cause it to rise. If the shipowner manages to reduce fuel consumption there are very real cost implications. 

