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Technology can improve shipping’s image 
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Potential seafarers would see a maritime career very differently if there were more investment in training, and there are plenty of computer based training tools that can really help
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CAPTION: Improving shipping’s image
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Transporting goods by sea has never been seen as a sophisticated business. Everybody just makes a living here; we always have razor thin margins, barbaric volatilities in freight rates work in tandem with cutthroat competition, and our customers, as well as the investment community, hardly recognise our presence. 

Also, as CMA president Don Frost says, there is a personal Rodney Dangerfield-like sense that "We don’t get no respect." 

We are proud of what we do, and want our children, spouses, and families to know a little about our world. How many of us have heard "Oh, you’re in shipping. Do you drive a truck?"

On the other hand, just re-phrase the whole process to ‘logistics’ and we have a totally different image in mind. We have the best breed geniuses working with sophisticated technology to efficiently deliver us our goods. 

Are we not a part of the logistics business? Then why this discrimination? Why can’t anybody conjure up the image of a ‘professional’ looking expert seafarer working with the latest technology that impresses, or better awes, our customers to value our contribution?
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No sophistication

The fault lies in the very core of the shipping industry-an industry most conservative in nature and if that has been any good! 

Also the shipping industry, fragmented as it is, is also penny wise when it comes to spending on building a positive image for itself, including that of its employees, for the world. 

The lack of sophistication in shipping is reflected in almost everything we do. Be it the communication processes we have with our customers and shippers, be it the kind of websites we maintain or be it the method of training given to seafaring employees, or be it the image of our employees and their expertise that we project to the stakeholders in the business community. 

It is not a surprise that most young graduates are shying away from joining the merchant navy. The idea of a gruffly bearded seafarer with a bottle of rum, harsh words, and the lack of sophistication projected by the shipping community hardly attracts the mediocre if not the lowest in the rung. 

No thanks; shipping does not need to be the last recourse of destitute human beings. We need intelligent professionals who would be ‘attracted’ to the shipping profession. It is high time a better image of shipping is highlighted for them.

Similar is the image we project to our customers-our charterers and shippers-we are unsophisticated as well as our employees manning our ships are just the same. It is no surprise that when it comes to negotiations we hardly have any expertise to tell. 

This often gives fuel to the misconception that ‘shipping is a business that has low barriers to entry’ or any Jack or Jill can own, manage or operate a shipping business.
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Computer based training

Why all this in an article on Computer Based Training (CBT) for seafarers? Yes, I think this is necessary for those who are in the driver’s seat in the shipping business. 

There have been countless articles and studies on the advantages and what CBT can do for seafarer training. However, advancement in this regard is limited or at best ‘without enthusiasm’ unless the shipping industry accepts the fact that providing better technology for seafarers is not an expenditure that will cut into their already razor thin margins, but rather if invested in iteratively and wisely, such initiatives will only help in giving that much required ‘expert’ image to shipping-that will also be valued by our customers. 

Although fragmentation in shipping will not allow all to think or invest long term on similar lines, it is honestly urged that the major ship owners, managers, operators as well as maritime business associations spare a thought in this regard for the future of shipping’s profitability and image. 
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What is CBT

CBT for seafarers are courses which:

Are used by students without the need for support or assistance by instructors; have built in assessment and produce records of the training time and the student identification; are interactive; use multimedia technology; are run on standalone PC’s, networked computers, the Internet, or corporate Intranets; are run aboard ship or at shore side locations.
As stated above, CBT can be provided to seafarers while they are at sea. 

Use of CBT for seafarers while at sea could be by means of a CBT software library and a dedicated laptop that can be under the custody of a ship’s officer. 

A laptop would be more effective than a fixed desktop as the seafarer can take the portable notebook to his or her cabin and go through the CBT in privacy.  

Alternatively a spare room, if one is available on the vessel could be converted to a CBT room with a desktop, meant only for CBT purposes. 

Some minimum CBT training could also be made mandatory for seafarers. Junior officers seeking promotion could be trained and tested not only on correct operational practices prescribed by regulatory bodies but also for correct understanding and compliance of the company’s own internal operating procedure manuals. 
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Exam preparation courses

A category of CBT that has been used for several years is that of exam preparation courses. These courses started out as disk based systems and have progressed to web based training. 

The courses have also become more sophisticated in that they reinforce those areas where the student needs more work. 

Two schools that are using web-based exam preparation courses are Houston Marine of New Orleans, Louisiana and Louisiana Technical College of Houma, Louisiana, both in the US.
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MGI International 

MGI International (http://www.mgi-intl.com) based in Canada has partnered with 10 training centres in the US to use their products. Following STCW 95 courses are available as approved CBT software through MGI:

Basic Safety Training Course, approved by: USCG, MCA.UK, Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands. Course 1 - First Aid and C.P.R. -5.6 CBT hrs; course 2 - Personal Survival - 4.1 CBT hrs; course 3 - Basic Fire Fighting - 5.2 CBT hours; course 4 - Personal Safety and Social Responsibility-1.9 CBT hrs  

Crowd Management- 3.1 CBT hrs, approved by: USCG, Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands 

Crisis Management and Human Behaviour - 2.2 CBT hrs, approved by: USCG, Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands 

Proficiency in Survival Craft and Rescue Boats (other than Fast Rescue Boats) - 9.3 CBT hrs, approved by: USCG, Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands 

Passenger Safety, Cargo Safety and Hull Integrity (For Ro-Ro passenger ships) - 5.1 CBT hrs, approved by: USCG, Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands 
. 
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Seagull

Seagull AS (http://www.sgull.com/) is based in Norway. 

Seagull Administrator is one of the innovative products from Seagull. Seagull Administrator is a database program. The program’s main purpose is to register all performed onboard training as CBT. 

The user can enter/register all crew currently employed by the company. All Computer Based Training modules developed by Seagull and its collaborative companies may be started from the training library menu that is part of the Seagull Administrator. 

All activity in computer based training modules regarding completion rate and score is recorded. A comprehensive report generator will create a number of reports covering individuals, vessels and the entire fleet.
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Maritime Education

Maritime Education is based in Sweden. A CD-ROM product for the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System, developed by Maritime Education of Sweden, is used by several training institutions in the United States. 

About a year ago, a request was made by one of these training schools to the US Coast Guard National Maritime Centre to accept this CBT course for the knowledge portion of the GMDSS course. 

The Coast Guard subsequently sought the opinion of the National GMDSS Implementation Task Force in responding to this request, and recently the Task Force decided to recommend that 16 hours credit could be given for this CBT toward the total required hours for the resident training course.

