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MAIN HEAD

Maritime security

SUBHEAD

The maritime industry is increasingly using technology to improve security, communicating with security agencies. Barry Parker explains how

BODY

The maritime internet is shifting to a different war. How will all our software products ashore (tied to supply chains, fulfillment, customer relationship management and vessel traffic information system installations) and aboard ships (e.g. ECDIS, electronic charts and AIS) interface with maritime security? 

The ocean shipping industry is where numerous industries and regulatory jurisdictions overlap, yet our information systems are separate islands, not intersections on a Venn diagram. 

The importance of any maritime issue can be gauged by the number of industry conferences on a particular subject- think about junk bonds in 1998 and dotcoms in 2000. 

I have noted that New York’s huge Javits Center (imagine Olympia and Earls Court Expo rolled into one humongous venue) is booked for a big event around the time of September 11- one year on. 

Those cultural clashes between dotcom and shipping people, described by one ex dotcom guy as “like jumping across the hatch on a small coaster” made for some great columns. 

The junk bond and dotcom experiments were desultory chapters in shipping’s attempts to “communicate” with the bigger world. 

The columns will be great fun to write because, now, we must communicate with regulators. Suddenly even shipbrokers, those same folks who report vessel positions and ETAs per the relevant charter party clauses (whether through fax, messaging systems, or portals), will be gaining a new constituency. I hope that their I.T. boffins are planning for this.

SUBHEAD

Rogue ships

Right around Christmas time we saw a serious encounter between our business and its present information systems, and the inchoate maritime security infrastructure in the form of the good ship “Nissha”. 

This bulker proved to be perfectly harmless, but had been flagged by naval intelligence / counter-terrorist experts due to its trading pattern in East Africa, where she had been reported as “arrived” but then vanished from the databases when she took on lightering duty. 

Once fixed  (to load a sugar cargo in Mauritius) she chugged northwards towards her destination, London, raising every red flag and alarm thus far developed in the nascent maritime security community. 

The offices of New Scotland Yard, are located near Victoria Embankment, some two miles westward along the Thames River from the charterers’ offices, near the Tower. 

Cutting through Tower Hill towards The Minories and Houndsditch, the charter brokers who fixed the vessel are about ten minutes farther north. 

A little bit south, towards Wapping, and you will find London’s Metropolitan Harbor Police, who look after security at the docks.  

These Nissha players are all in close proximity but might as well be half a world away. The brokers were saying, “Oh you could have called us, we would have told you….”, in response to a security screen detecting a vessel that dropped off the radar (during its lightering stint) and suddenly appeared as inbound to London, with a dodgy last port of call prior to Mauritius.  

Shipping people must jump across the deck of one of those big Capesize bulkers to exchange ideas, and ultimately data, with the maritime security community. 

SUBHEAD

Container monitoring

In one of our high level briefings at Docks Restaurant on the East Side (visits to Keens with clients are dangerous, around the time of Robbie Burns Night), I wanted to talk about tankers, but one of the experts at the table insisted that we discuss container tracking and container inspections. 

I was quite amazed at reports that U.S. Customs wants to shine gamma rays through every box coming in to the States, an application not contemplated in existing supply chain software. 

Remember those Capesize vessels queuing off Newport News in 1980 to pick up coal cargo? The coal backup will be dwarfed by the queues of container vessels waiting to be probed. 

However, the big portals that I wrote about before September 11th, and those port community systems springing up, are ideally suited for sending container numbers, databased with shipper ID or alleged contents, into regulatory authorities. 

Such intercommunication, in conjunction with an “EZ-Pass” kind of setup, would require frequent shippers to provide detailed background profiles, and agree to undergo random inspections at loadports. In return, their boxes will zoom right through. Well, sort of; the loading algorithms and bayplans may need to be rejiggered. These type of problems will dominate the maritime electronic agenda. Many can be readily solved. 

The technology already exists to support such initiatives; whether the political will exists is another matter. A major concern that I have is whether politicians, whose legislation, in turn, directs the regulators, can make rules that will not bring trade to a halt. Consider the absurdity of x-raying all containers at the point of discharge. 

In a pronouncement on the Marine-L internet list (where neither cargo nor adverts are posted), I publicly suggested that the Commissioner of U.S. Customs should spend a week at the Cambridge Academy of Transport to learn about the dynamics of the container trades.  When government officials actually understand hubs and spokes, and they can correctly spell “Gioia Tauro”,  sensibility will prevail.

Some of the governmental agencies make great efforts to learn about our industry. Consider the U.S. Coast Guard, where Port security is high on the list of priorities. The USCG was scheduled to hold a three day workshop on Maritime Security matters in late January, and was providing a series of electronic dockets, over the web, for comments and suggestions on both its ship movements initiative and maritime security generally. 

“We don’t want redundant reporting requirements” was a  theme running through the comments. When a local maritime exchange’s database of boxship arrivals, or the trading portal for an industrial raw material can handle regulatory reporting, costly redundancies cease to exist. Eliminating the necessity of  hopping among all the information islands is not merely an extra benefit of information systems but a mandatory feature.

SUB HEAD

Future of brokers

Recently, I was taken to task by one of the world’s leading tanker brokers, happily a good friend from the various e-Venues where we meet up. 

Rather than be offended, I was not-so-secretly delighted because someone of substance had taken a deep look at my opinions, albeit with a frown on his face, and responded. 

I welcome the chance to exchange views, even on subjects like the knotty and intractable problems of chartering vessels online. 

After suggesting that I was bitter that the brokers were still in control, my esteemed partner in e-crime noted that an ISO auditor had spotted many similarities of his shop’s procedures with those of other top brokers. 

Sounds like a recipe for a successful e-business startup, especially at a time when we are seeing alliances among purveyors of “post fixture” and “vetting” products. 

Recently, I read in Digital Ship that the broker in question is now joined at the hip with other big tanker shops using a net based messaging platform. So, I scratched my head and wondered who exactly is winning. 

SUBHEAD

LevelSeas

And, then there is the whole flap with LevelSeas, where one big spot charterer / investor was reported in the greensheets to be strong arming owners and their brokers into using its system to get at cargoes. 

A handful of readers asked for my opinion on this, so here it is: Business is business- it is Darwinistic, cold and market - driven, and should be unemotional (except if you are not one of the two big brokers in the LS family). 

The chartering information dynamic mirrors that of the underlying market practice. Grain cargoes are fixed on a spot prompt basis, and tight nomination and presentment windows still apply even in our present weak freight market. 

In the rush to cover shorts with freight authority moving seamlessly through time zones around the globe, grain charterers will invariably frantically rush back to their old fixing tools- telephone and fax. 

This differs markedly from the eminently automatable industrial shipping arena of coal from South Africa, an important LS testbed, where the vessel charters are often nominations to fill affreightment contracts. 

LevelSeas, and its brethren like AXS, should be very successful in wiring up the coal and private industrial communities. For spot broker-intermediated trades, somebody must have suggested a LevelSeas Lite product. Of course, those messaging platform guys might not like this. 

SUBHEAD

Broking by Yahoo

On an amusing note, before getting to the serious stuff, a group of smaller brokers are trying out the Yahoo lists and groups to circulate small cargoes and overaged vessels to inappropriate recipients all over the world. 

The ships and cargoes are not always firm- and the context takes some adjusting to. Not only are steel cargoes, subject stem, interspersed with advertisements for cosmetics and consumer credit reports, but the spammer- habitués are now offering to trade mailing lists. Just go to the Groups section on the Yahoo portal to sign up.

But all this action on the e-chartering front is a sideshow to much bigger questions.  Any dialogue on this subject needs to be put into the context of the much larger battles I spend my time fighting, and sending snippets from the front back to readers. 

