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ShipNet’s latest moves

IMAGE: ShipNet’s new architecture
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Connectivity, flexibility and responsiveness to customers are key current themes for the Norwegian shipmanagement software company, ShipNet
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ShipNet recently set out its stall for an audience of 150 users at its User Conference at Geiranger, where the contrast between the location, a remote and wild fjord on the west coast of Norway, and the high technology being discussed in the conference rooms was pronounced. 

ShipNet’s central thesis is that the idea of a software product – a set of programmes that you load onto a computer - is now out of date. 

It believes that users are no longer happy to adapt their business processes to suit the software they have bought; instead they want a set of tools that they can configure to suit themselves. 

ShipNet also thinks that users will more and more demand the ability to connect to services that exist outside the enterprise, such as procurement portals, with a high level of productivity. 
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Wider community

This is a vision of a more open environment allowing cooperation within a much wider business community.

ShipNet’s customer base is 312 companies in 45 countries and very diverse. 

“Our customers include all kinds of ship operators and managers” says Neill Tomlin, ShipNet’s director of business development. 

“There are oil majors, small commercial managers, reefer operators, and others. Each of these customers has its own culture, structure and way of working. 

Our challenge is to understand them thoroughly and to provide the tool kit that suits them best – and not force them to work our way.”
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New platform

Mr Tomlin describes the structure of the new platform, which is being built in Microsoft .Net and will be realised fully in 2007, as a set of concentric circles built ShipNet core (see picture).

“At the centre is the ShipNet Navigation System, which is surrounded by the core ShipNet applications: commercial management, fleet management, liner, and finance,” he says.

“These core applications will be highly configurable, allowing customers to select precisely what they need. Improved integration capabilities will allow specialist applications to be bolted on to the core. 

“These might be provided by ShipNet, or the customer himself or a partner or another third party, for example a ship supply portal such as ShipServ. 

“The outer ring represents the possibility of adding further services: data services like Fairplay; supplier catalogues or bunker prices. These might be provided by integration or by Web Services.”

Mr Tomlin stresses the importance of ShipNet’s move from being a software package developer to service provider. 

“In the past people thought of the package as the application, and had no choice but to buy whole software modules even if they were not going to use all the capability” says Mr Tomlin. 

“In the new ShipNet, users will be able decide exactly what they want, configure it according to their requirements. They will only pay for what they actually need”. 

Mr Tomlin believes that this will reduce the artificial barriers that have in the past stood between customers and new software. 

“We will work with customer to analyse their requirements, configure a tool kit to suit them and give it the customer’s branding,” he says. 

While it pursues the long term vision, ShipNet continues to develop and add to its existing set of applications. 
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Purchasing software

Kristen Thomassen, a ShipNet purchasing expert, says that 90% of the requests for enhancements to the ShipNet Advanced Purchasing System (SNAPS) made at the company’s last user conference have now been implemented. 

These enhancements include an improved status register, the ability to handle external attachments, a separate component register and new invoice handling capability. 

Purchasing staff will also now be able to simulate the effect of volume discounts on when evaluating supplier quotes. 

Detail of all purchasing activity is held in the central database and this is used to determine the amount spent to date against particular suppliers. This in turn allows the system to determine automatically the level of discount that would apply to a planned purchase.

A major customer has encouraged ShipNet to develop the ability to create vendor contracts in SNAPS. 

“The process of creating the contract is essentially the same as issuing a Request for Quotation (RFQ)”, says Mr Thomassen. 

“The user requests proposals from the vendor through SNAPS and when these have been negotiated, the contract is stored in the system with a unique identity. 

“The contract can be associated with a budget and with particular vessels and a responsible person. 

“Invoices can be linked to contract allowing spend against budget to be monitored through the ShipNet Accounting System (SNACS)”.

ShipNet has already embarked on its strategy of integrating with outside services and has built interfaces to the ship supply management system ShipServ. 

This integration plugs SNAPS into ShipServ’s transaction management system TradeNet that in turn links to suppliers, allowing RFQ’s and Purchase Orders (POs) to be handled electronically. 

ShipServ has approximately 500 suppliers serving over 1000 vessels through its system and handled 270,000 transactions in 2003. 
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Onboard software

ShipNet is launching ShipWorks, a new Planned Maintenance system, which forms part of ShipNet’s onboard application suite, Maritime Workstation. 

Mr Tomlin says that the first Maritime Workstation, which covered Vessel Reporting, Safety and Incidents and Manuals and Documents, has been a considerable success; adding Planned Maintenance makes it a comprehensive onboard tool set. 

The application provides a complete record of onboard equipment and handles maintenance planning, spares inventory control, spares requisitions and purchase orders. 

The application integrates to SNAPS, allowing the transfer of requisition data and updates on the status of requisitions between ship and shore.

 In line with ShipNet’s policy on flexible configuration, users can decide which functionality they wish to buy and configure the system accordingly. 

The Voyage Reporting module of Marine Workstation has also been enhanced: cargo activity reporting and noon report formats have been improved and new forms handling has been added. 

Where possible, data required to complete forms is extracted and added automatically with only supplementary fields needing typing. Since the forms are held in the shore-based system, only the data needs to be transmitted, minimising ship-shore message sizes. 

ShipNet believes that there is significant growth potential in this market. “We estimate that 50% of major ship operators do not have comprehensive, integrated ship management systems”, says Mr Tomlin, “and that this figure may be up to 80% for smaller operators. 

“This gives us tremendous scope for growth. 

“In addition more operators are looking to systems to help them  the growing burden of regulation”. 

Mr Tomlin though does not underestimate the marketing challenge. “Even in the current buoyant market, selling IT to ship operators is hard work. There needs to be a trigger for the decision as well as a very clear value proposition,” he says. 
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Developing organisation

ShipNet is developing its organisation as well as its products to exploit this potential. 

It wants to get closer to current and potential customers and is expanding its network, adding agents in Rotterdam, Piraeus and Dubai, to its network of regional offices in Oslo, New York, Singapore and Sydney. 

ShipNet’s CEO, Sven Erik Dolvik, is clearly determined to press on. 

“ShipNet is healthy and liquid and we are investing heavily in new product development” he says. 

“We believe that the shipping industry is looking for solid systems built by people who understand the business and we are committed to that for the long term”.







