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Synopsis:
Information Systems have long been touted as "The Solution" to many of Ship Management's problems - however forced insertion of 'black box products' alone rarely cures problems and can in fact make matters worse. There is no 'golden bullet' - and bullets have a far higher ratio of killing than curing! To give genuine benefit systems have to be integrated - within and between offices, with the fleet, with clients and with suppliers. But what is oft forgotten is that they must be integrated with the ship management process - and that means the human aspect as well.

This paper will concentrate on these two aspects of integration - technical, and business/people.

We are looking for Business Benefits and there is still much confusion between Features and Benefits.

IT alone will not fix a bad ship management process. Good ideas don't always bear practical fruit; and pure technical excellence, without relevance to the overall business, user friendliness and sufficient training, is not enough - witness GMDSS! 

The only way to bring genuine benefit - to clients, to staff, to shareholders - is through deployment of appropriate tools to aid the Ship Management process. Our principal asset and tool is our staff (shore and sea); and we in turn as Managers must provide them with the best tools to do their jobs in an increasingly regulated, pressured and litigious environment.

Integration of these - be they information systems, business systems, business process and business users - is essential if we are to bring benefits and not just create features.

Why Integrated Systems?
Our business is unique - or is it? Not all aspects of Ship Management require niche software - we don't need to develop our own word processors - but there are many areas where industry specific software is genuinely required.

There is no imperative that every company requires bespoke software - there are times when one needs to adaptsoftware to suit one's own business processes - but equally there is value in questioning and reviewing one's business processes. This has been an on-going process in V.Ships, where we foster a culture of open debate, but this has risen to new heights in integrating two whole organisations (V.Ships and Acomarit) to create a service provider "better than the sum of its parts".

As Owners, one may be able to take a more proprietorial view and install technically closed 'one-stop' systems; but, particularly as managers, we have to adopt an open-systems philosophy - and this has repaid itself in the development of our "ShipSure" system. But, more than just technically open, our systems are open to our staff - we are involving and empowering our users.

How do we integrate our users? - by providing them with the best tools, by involving them in selection and/or development of software, by training (cascaded downthrough ambassador / power users), by on-going updates and tutorials, by building self-monitoring/evolving software, and by providing feedback - letting them see the value of their work and how/where improvements can be made.

There are significant bodies of work on the benefits of Planned and Preventative Maintenance Systems - principally on the technical aspects, but also recently on the return from publishing feedback back to the fleet on off-hire stats, breakdowns, repair & maintenance costs. But, irrespective of the quality of the tools we supply - be it chrome-plated wrenches or state of the art liquid-crystal display condition-based-monitoring equipment - in all of this the human factors - seastaff and office staff (and even Owners providing a realistic budget) - are paramount.

To quote one of my engineering colleagues on Vessel Maintenance:
"Untrained, un-motivated, inexperienced and insufficientlyskilled operating staff will ensure disaster no matter how good the ship and its machinery is".

"Best Practice is putting well trained and motivated staff in charge of a vessel's maintenance & management. Giving them the knowledge, information, tools, materials and fullest shore generated backup to make on the spot, informed judgments in the running the plant in a safe, efficient and cost effective manner."

(Ken Greer, Divisional Technical Manager, V.Ships Ship Management Division)

or, in this context, - good systems and good users.

Good Systems?
There is a vast wealth of data in any Ship Management organisation - the challenge is to make best and efficient use of this, and our principal tool in this fight is our integratedShipSure" system, which spans multiple locations (ashore and afloat) and all areas of our business. It also includes an Alerts module to help focus management attention and to contain issues before they become risks.

It is also important to consider non-numerical information, and how to make it more accessible. This may be information that is traditionally relatively static, such as Management System manuals, or urgent bulletins from Manufacturers or Fleet circulars, and we have good experience of deploying an electronic role & task based system rolled out initially in our Leisure fleet.

Good Users?
Shipping has long recognised that the physical assets we have - be they hull structures or machinery therein - need periodic / planned / condition based maintenance; but what about our two-legged assets? We have our regular medicals, and licence revalidation - but what about their skill set? We are providing integrated tools, and as an industry we may go as far as providing training when systems are first installed. But we have crew rotation, we forget, or we get set in a way of doing things. There is very little on a ship that is "fit and forget" and we should not all into the same trap with software applications.

We have invested in the highest quality of software ("ShipSure") but we have also invested in training - we have built our own training centres which we use for both new software and pre-rejoining top-up; we have developed training facilities with specialist colleges; and we have on-board trainers.

Training issues don't just relate to seastaff. As shore-based staff we can play our part in using systems wisely. In this age of instant communications, it is all too easy to pick up the phone - this usually happens during a port call - but the Master may be resolving a problem with the cargo receiver? or signing-on new crew? or maybe even grabbing the five hours of rest between two long pilotages? Similarly, we can get an e-mail to a vessel within milli-seconds, and there is now a mindset of "well, I know the Chief has had my message for the last five minutes - where is my reply????"

Not all of this corporate integration by empowerment has an immediate financial return. We place great store by our seastaff and many have long service - some tens of years. This in itself has a commercial benefit, as we in turn can provide our clients with continuity and high return ratios. 

IT assists by ring-fencing, within our ShipSure Crew Manager module, the "pools" of seastaff dedicated to each Client - but such precautions are worth naught if the seastaff do not stay with us as a company. In part this is achieved through good man-management - such as dedicated family welfare officers in recruitment centres like Manila - however IT can play a minor part in seastaff/familycommunications including services such as "Newslink".

Good Systems and Good Users - where are the boundaries?
IT is a key to our ability to deliver a personalised service from small, focussed and dedicated fleet teams, with large backup teams distributed worldwide. But it is not IT alone that achieves this - it is an integrated organisation.

There is still a risk that we achieve integration within departments, but don't take the value from integration across the business.

Lets look at two examples - first budgeting, then the procurement process. 

We have an integrated budgeting system used for both new business and operating budgets, which contains a vast database of operating costs based upon our experience. Butthis is not a static database - it evolves with feedback. On the basis of operating experience (of now some 350 vessels under technical management) we are monitoring expenditure and tariffs and where necessary we update the budgeting database - but this is under human control - systems can distil costs, highlight variations, and even propose updates - but the final discretion rests with human experts (and there are occasions when step changes are required - be it with new CBAs, or as has happened in recent weeks when we had to suspend automatic calculation of insurance premiums).

Procurement Integration
Several years ago as a preparation for improving our purchasing I drew up a list of targets in connection with improvement of the procurement process which is attached as Appendix A. This list illustrates the need for integration and how, for genuine improvement, one needs to look atsystems that cross traditional departmental boundaries. 

These items show that there is a genuine need for systems (as in IT) integration, both with in and between departments (purchasing, technical and accounts) and locations (office, vessels, suppliers). Traditional systems improvements usually provide better tools - BUT real benefits are gained by better use of these better tools - so the users need to be integrated to provide maximum business benefits.

IT alone cannot resolve these matters - IT can help with efficiencies (if properly used), and as witnessed by this list, in many cases IT can help by providing "instrumentation" to highlight areas needing attention - measurement and benchmarking are essential to target improvements and monitor process changes.

ConclusionTo return to the original question :
Achieving Your Business Goals through Effective Use of Information and Communication Technology - The Needs of the Ship Manager and The Needs of the Ship ?

As many have said over the years :
"It isn't what you've got that matters - it's the way that you use it"

We need :

	
	 
	Good systems and good users
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	Good tools intelligently applied
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	Integrated, holistic approach
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	Commitment from managers to empower staff
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Several years ago I was asked to present a paper at a similarevent with an organiser's title "IT Solutions to Ship Management Problems" to which I responded "Appropriate use of IT can aid resolve Ship Management problems".

Now, the tools are becoming better - but I would still define today's challenge as "Achieving Your Business Goals through Effective Use of Information and Communication Technology"

For further information please contact:

Dave Martin
Head of Information Systems
V.Ships Group
Email : Dave.Martin@vships.com
