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The difference between creating a costly burden and following a logical progression towards improved marine safety is the software tools that you choose to run your business. 

Let’s start with the cost of IT on-board vessels. 

Quite often we focus on the direct costs like the cost of a PC or the cost of communications and we miss the point, which is the cost of the information that must be made available at the point of need for a decision to be made. 
If you look at the running costs of a ship, the average shipping company spends about $30 to $60 per day on communications, email, fax and telex. 

The remainder of the costs of running a ship (which of course vary depending on the ship) are in the thousands. Therefore the content of this information is much more valuable than the actual transmission cost.

Reducing communications costs by ten per cent does not affect the bottom line as much as improving the quality and availability of the content of the information that is transmitted. The only factor that affects this is the design of the software, which in turn affects the bottom line. 

To see how technology improves marine safety one needs to understand the risks involved in ship-management and reduce them. 

To understand the risks, shipmanagers need to understand the tasks the company has to perform. They must then ensure that they have put in place a management system that will support the organisation.

If you look at the average shipping company there are about 1400 tasks to perform. 

To ensure that all the tasks are performed according to company procedures, a set of processes and checks must be put in place. 

Whenever any of the tasks are performed the relevant manual must be made available - and the list of internal and external manuals is ever-growing. 

Then one must make available the know-how information that has been gained through experience, for example when going to Brazil it is necessary to ensure that the medical cabinet and crew vaccinations are up to date in order to avoid heavy fines. 

Having performed the task it is necessary to record it for ISM and also for internal process management purposes. 

This needs to be done for all tasks every time the task is performed. It is not acceptable to implement quality randomly or with missing information if the desired result is Total Quality Management. 

The “quality” needs to be added at every stage and throughout all the departments.

So what does that mean for shipping? A system that encompasses all the 1400 tasks described above is certainly a requirement. 

All departments must use the system so that all information for all processes is managed. 

Only with a system that can hold all the information can one then analyse the resulting data and make the “best” possible decision. 

Information is the key to risk analysis (and in the end more profit) and better decisions lead to a more efficient, safe operation. 

The best way to collect information is with IT solutions, but as mentioned, the choice of IT system is critical if the whole process is not to become a burden. 

A planned maintenance system is a typical shipboard application that has over 100 functions. If you need four of these, crewing, purchasing and quality that means 400 functions. 

Making these functions obvious to the user is the key to the success of any system. Consequently we have to make all the functions follow the user expectations such that the flow of available functions follows real world process (tasks) that the user expects.

Since we have been working like this for thousands of years it is very difficult to change. 

The past tried methods of training or the big stick have failed due to the costs or changing nature and also the fact that there is a thirty per cent shortage of senior crew members who can find a job in a company where the stick is smaller!

Therefore we at Ulysses tackled this issue before we looked at any other. 

Rather than looking at a document and communication management system and adapting it to the marine industry, Ulysses Systems approached the matter from the other side, looking at the marine industry and building a system to suit these very specific requirements.  

Input from the management and staff of a traditional shipping line ensured the resulting software, Task Assistant, actually reduces the workload for seafarers, provides measurable cost savings and, as a bi-product, ensures ISM compliance.

The most important fact here is that ISM compliance becomes a bi-product of a safer, more cost, and time, efficient operation. 

The Task Assistant automatically files and allocates information as a bi-product of your work.

From login information, the system profiles the user and the information that they need to access in order to assist them in performing tasks more efficiently and productively. By selecting the task at hand the relevant form or piece of information automatically appears for them to use.  

All this work and linking is done as a bi-product of simply working the system. 

Intuitively Task Assistant will then automatically store the recorded information for referencing at any point in the future - i.e. a similar event has happened on the same vessel in another port and vice versa. 

What's more, evidence of a safer, more efficient operation is demonstrable to potential customers; and in the current environment where reputation is crucial to customers, particularly oil companies, ship operators who can demonstrate due diligence are likely to receive more charters. This in turn will result in ship managers being given more ships to manage and being able to charge a premium.

That means that you can no longer say one system is the same as the other. That would be like saying a coal powered steam engine is the same as a modern internal combustion engine. 

The benefits of the new engine are obvious because the people that saw the benefits understood what they were looking for. The same must be done with IT or else the improvement in safety will result in being a burden. 

