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Portals and US container security requirements
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The container shipping portals, GT Nexus, INTTRA and Cargosmart, have moved quickly to provide functionality to enable shipping lines to submit cargo manifests 24 hours before the ship sails. Tim Power reports 
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One of the central ideas of US Customs’ Container Security Initiative (CSI) is to move threat detection back to the point of origin. 

To drive this, US Customs is securing agreement with foreign governments to post its people at ports of origin. 

In early December, U.S. Customs marked the latest step in this process by announcing the deployment of four U.S. Customs officers to the French port of Le Havre. 

As well as putting people on the ground at origin, US Customs has changed the rules about inbound cargo manifest submission. 

From 2nd December 2002, manifests for cargo bound for the US must be submitted to Customs prior to cargo loading. This allows this data to be screened and suspect consignments identified before they leave the country of origin.
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New working practises

Following this new rule will require a substantial change in working practices from both shippers and carriers, particularly in respect of the completion of Shipping Instructions (or Bill of Lading Instructions as they are sometimes called). 

These Shipping Instructions include the details of the goods to be moved, the origin and destination ports, and the shipper and consignee. 

“Up to now, Shipping Instructions have been provided to the carrier by shippers and forwarders over a period of about a week, from around 4 days prior to sailing until around 3 days after,” explains Carsten Schneider of CargoSmart, “The peak of information flow was just after the vessel’s departure”. 

This now has to change. For the manifest information to be available for Customs 24 hours prior to cargo loading, Shipping Instructions, in their traditional, manual form, will have to be received at the latest 3 days before vessel sailing. 

This changed timescale has two effects: first it greatly increases the pressure on shippers and forwarders to provide Shipping Instructions early; second, it narrows the time window for carriers to receive and process this data. 

The time ahead of shipment date that this data will be available is unlikely to increase, while the post-shipment time has now been blocked off completely. 

This looks set to cause severe peaking of demand for documentation processing at the carriers. 
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Strict

The pressure on documentation departments will be further increased by Customs strict approach to errors. The rule says that a shipping line line “…who presents or transmits electronically any document required by this section that is forged, altered or false…may be liable for civil penalties”. 

Putting dummy information in first and sorting out the mess afterwards is not an option.
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e-commerce

Fortunately, there are new tools at hand to help. Using new e-commerce services, in particular the carrier portals, shippers are now able to input or transfer consignment information direct to carriers’ systems, reducing processing time, eliminating rekeying and improving accuracy. 

John Urban, President of GT Nexus, which operates the GTN portal, sees greater use of electronic commerce as the obvious answer to this problem. 

“We built the GTN portal to provide shippers and their carriers with new efficiencies but find that these efficiencies are particularly valuable in facilitating compliance with the new Customs regulations. GTN has been in production for over a year and has proved its reliability.”

US Customs’ Automated Manifest System (AMS) requires 14 data elements for each consignment, which it secures from carriers’ documentation systems. 

As Mr Urban points out, the Shipping Instruction typically contains 8 of the 14 data items that are required by Customs. 

He explains that with GTN’s documentation software, which standardizes and automates the Shipping Instruction transaction with carriers, structured input of all 14 required data elements can be done online, including such items as seal number and commodity code. 

Mr Urban believes that this will lead to more timely information being available for Customs”. He stresses too that accuracy is as important as timeliness, “Fines will be levied for inaccuracy as well as lateness of data provision.”
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INTTRA

INTTRA, whose online Shipping Instruction capability is now live in both INTTRA-ACT and INTTRA-LINK, has been developing tools to help shippers manage the workflow surrounding compliance, helping them to ensure they meet deadlines. 

Harry Sangree, Senior VP of Product Management at INTTRA has been focusing on the challenge facing shippers who are using multiple forwarders. 

“In many cases these shippers will make the bookings themselves using INTTRA but leave the completion of Shipping Instructions to forwarders – the challenge is keeping track of this activity and ensuring that everything is done on time”. 

To deal with this, INTTRA has developed an engine that, each day, reviews all bookings two weeks prior to scheduled departure and determines which still require Shipping Instructions. 

This work list is sent by email to both the shipper and the designated forwarder, allowing both to keep track of work outstanding.
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reward

It seems likely that carriers will reward users of online systems with later cut-off times for receipt of Shipping Instructions. 

As CargoSmart’s Schneider points out, “To control the peaking of workload, carriers may have to advance the deadline for submission of traditional, manual Shipping Instructions to, say 3 days prior to sailing. 

The cut-off for electronic instructions could be 36 hours later, an important amount of extra time for shippers”. 

CargoSmart’s own Shipping Instruction module is currently undergoing beta testing with selected customers in key regions and will be released in January 2003.
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slow

Anecdotal evidence suggests that, as usual, the market has been slow to grasp these ideas and to adapt. 

One shipping line, which had expected a rapid uptake of e-commerce services following the US Customs announcement, has been surprised at the slowness of market reaction, 

“It seems to be taking a long time for the implications of the new rules to sink in; so far we have seen little reaction from customers, particularly in Europe,” a representative said who wished to remain anonymous.  
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get tougher

INTTRA thinks this will soon change. 

“ The tone of the latest US Customs symposium sends a clear message to the trade,” says INTTRA’s Sangree, “Customs are very serious indeed and will get tougher.” 

Urban agrees, “Customs have been pretty lenient during the grace period. This will change at the beginning of February, fines will be levied and cargo will be shut out if there is a failure to comply with manifest submission requirements”. 

The fines will be levied on the lines; more specifically, on the Master of the vessel carrying the cargo. This will no doubt focus the mind.
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portals

Portals clearly have an important role to play in facilitating early electronic capture of consignment data, but they have additional potential too. 

Portal membership now constitutes approximately 80% of global container carrying capacity and most portal members’ documentation processing systems are now fully integrated with their respective portals. 

This means that, before long, the portals themselves will become extremely useful repositories of consignment data. For Customs, this has obvious implications – why integrate AMS with 50 carriers if you can get the same result through 3 portals?

John Urban is clear that this decision has to be made by portal members and not by portal management. 

“Technically, this could be done. However, the data belongs to our members and their customers. It is for them to decide whether making it available to Customs via a portal is the right way to go”.
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education

For the moment, the focus is on educating the customer: GT Nexus is busy talking to shippers and exporters and INTTRA is running a phone campaign to raise awareness. 

My guess is that a few valuable consignments left on the quay and a couple of whopping fines will do that job for them. 

For shipping e-business in general and for the portals in particular this should be a heaven-sent opportunity to drive the adoption of new tools and ways of working. Thanks Santa!

