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Yes, the internet can help shipping 
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There exist today online services in chartering, bunkering, supplies, container traffic that are being used by thousands of shipping companies and their service providers Panagiotis Nomikos reports on how the internet is actually helping 
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BODY

The recent dot.com mania and subsequent crash has distorted the underlying realities of the internet phenomenon. 

In the heyday of the internet boom the evangelists of the New Economy were preaching the imminent demise of the shipping markets as we have known them in the past century and their replacement by online mega-portals.

On the other side some executives of traditional shipping companies were unduly alarmed and decided to jump on the bandwagon by supporting and funding some of the soon-to-be-bankrupt dot.coms, whereas many others became hostile to the whole phenomenon and decided to ignore it altogether. 

Nobody performed a calm and realistic evaluation of the true potential of the new medium and its long-term consequences for the markets.

SUBHEAD

Substantial changes

Yet the internet is a phenomenon that will bring along substantial changes in the way the maritime world is organized. 

The business world will not change overnight (as the evangelists of the New Economy were preaching at the height of the Internet boom), but it will change nevertheless, in the medium to longer term.

One consequence will be the emergence of the “officeless office”. Another development will be the rearrangement of the shipping information markets in new forms.

New technological tools and business entities (companies, organizations, states, etc) will eventually aggregate and will organize the chaos of information that is flowing today unregulated in all directions. They will serve as “information hubs”. 

SUBHEAD

Information

The maritime world relies heavily on timely information about developments in far away countries and markets. Freight and bunker prices fluctuate daily in localized markets many time zones away from the company headquarters, whereas the sourcing of spares, supplies and services thousands of miles away in the most economic manner has always been a major headache for ship-managers. 

That information has been traditionally distributed through global networks of brokers, agents and other intermediaries.

The Internet enables the aggregation of the information in new, centralized “information hubs” that will be shaped over the coming years. 

Such hubs will aggregate information about available cargoes and ship positions, vessels for sale and purchase, bunker prices, indices and market movements, news and gossip, locating specialists and suppliers around the globe, locating critical spare parts nearby, finding the best value for money for supplies at any port.

Participants of the hub will be able to locate information in searchable databases, according to their preferences. 

The hub will automatically inform them (by Email or by a message to their mobile device) when an important new piece of information satisfies specific criteria that they will specify. 

The closer a company is to a hub, the better chances it will have to obtain more critical information faster than the competition.

Automated algorithms will perform “electronic matching” of complementary information items (such as matching available vessels to open cargoes or available spare items for specific requests). 

Thereafter the participants of the hub will be able to contact each other and perform the business transaction aided by the facilities available in the online service, with or without human intervention.
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Role of brokers

The role of today’s brokers, agents and other intermediaries will shift from today’s mundane task of receiving scattered information and trying to match it by memory to serving their customers for higher-level, more complex matters such as advising and assisting with negotiations, expressing opinions, and such other activities that cannot be performed by non-intelligent computers.

The new online services will be used by end-users and by intermediaries alike as common platforms for performing and completing the market activity in a more efficient way.

SUPPLY CHAINS

The interdependency of the players in the global economy will strengthen further. Instead of today’s individual companies that are (or not) efficient, the future will be dominated by tightened “supply chains”: from producer to seller to shipper to buyer to distributor to customer. 

Efficient, well-organized supply chains will outperform other, less efficient chains. Tight integration, accurate, just-in-time execution and seamless information flow amongst the companies participating in each chain will be critical to the success of the whole chain. 

Leader companies will aggregate around them efficient suppliers and customers and will force them to integrate into a tightly-knit network that outperforms the competition. Efficient shipping companies, operating on a global scale, have the capacity to act as a catalyst in the formation of efficient supply chains amongst sellers and buyers of commodities and amongst producers and suppliers of maritime goods and services.

Forward-looking companies and maritime professionals are already preparing for the forthcoming transformations, using available tools and technologies as they appear on the market. 

In each significant business change a few visionary organizations take the lead, the others simply follow the leaders. Yet it is the leaders who have the best chances to influence the developments according to their own interests and to dominate the market after each paradigm shift.
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Mistake

The mistake of the earlier New Economy evangelists had been that they predicted that these developments will happen in a matter of months rather than years, and that the services would completely “dis-intermediate” today’s human intermediaries and would acquire overnight the added value of a human service, resulting in huge profits. 

These get-rich-quick predictions fuelled the speculative mania of the Internet boom to the peril of their followers.

Yet the underlying realities are correct. After the speculative mania subsided, quiet, customer-oriented online services are slowly building their networks and are increasing steadily their reach and their profits. 

There exist today online services in chartering, bunkering, supplies, container traffic that are being used by thousands of shipping companies and by their service providers world-wide, precisely because they satisfy their customer’s insatiable appetite for more information, better furnished, ready to be exploited and to lead to a profitable business transaction. 

After the speculative mania burned so many investors and defamed the sector, these services are today keeping a low profile, yet they exist and prosper quietly and are bringing the forthcoming transformations closer.

Shipping companies are well advised to join any of these (today very inexpensive) services and to experiment with the novel ways of participating in an online shipping marketplace. 

At the moment it costs almost nothing to get a glimpse of how business transactions may be conducted in the future, and to understand how best to select and trade with business partners online and how to avoid the pitfalls.

Maintaining a close business relationship with a successful information hub will enable the shipping company to acquire more critical information earlier than the competition, and will enable it to react faster. But the companies must begin “testing the water” now than later, in order to adapt faster.
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