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Choosing the right information technology for your ship
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Dimitris Lyras of Ulysses Systems attempts to simplify the process of computerisation, discussing the most important factors shipowners should consider when selecting and purchasing a computer system   
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Shipowners traditionally have made good decisions based on tremendously complicated technical issues. Despite this, computerisation in the marine industry has been slower than in many other industries.

There are many plausible explanations. The most likely truth however is that the value perceived in applying computerisation in the marine industry is not seen as overcoming the perceived complexity it brings. 

This article is about simplifying the perceived complications by comparing the process to other much more complicated and risky technical decisions a shipping company customarily makes, and yet succeeds.
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A few truths
Computers and software as we use them in Ship Management are aids to human performance, and so there are two important considerations; Firstly, human intelligence is far more advanced than the tools it designs and builds, so memory management and intelligence of computers lags behind human intelligence and memory management tremendously. This makes certain shortcoming of computers blatant and irritating, especially to multi tasking users.
Secondly, experienced senior managers know how well human performance can be helped by computers. There is no need to understand computer science to succeed in using them to help the enterprise. The most important skill involved in choosing a successful computerisation plan is being able to understand how people think and work.
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Cheaper and less troublesome computerisation 

From the above we can draw some rules that aid in the management of computers and information systems. Firstly, list your requirements simply. Ask the most valued senior manager in your organization to make a list of two or three priorities that he or she believes can be met through computerisation. More than three is normally too many or too detailed. 
An example set of priorities could be; 1) more timely reporting of accounts, 2) more transparent vessel operation and 3) enabling the opening an office for technical management in a less expensive location. Or alternatively; 1) better control of purchasing, 2) reduction of crew administrative tasks on board and 3) better vetting results. 

Make sure you have important goals before embarking on computerisation. Embarking on computerisation is like starting a fight. You need a good reason and you need to finish the job. 
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Ask the highest stakeholder
Take this list to the highest stakeholder in matters of cost efficiency in ship management. The highest stakeholder is anybody whose career depends on having made the right decisions in any of the priorities listed above. These people are normally third party ship managers who have to live off ship management fees and the productivity of their personnel and not, for example, from their ability to time their investments.
Senior Ship management personnel who have tried repeatedly to succeed with information technology are absolutely the best people to tell you what not to do and are also possibly the most likely to advise you well on what to do.
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Don’t become a computer expert
Computer experts are like engineering experts. You do not ask the average marine engineer to choose shipyard or to decide what main engine to order in your new vessels. Likewise you should not be asking the average software engineer what Information Technology productivity tools to provide for your enterprise. The issue is far too entangled in business considerations to be anywhere near a purely technical matter to be delegated to an engineer, software or marine.  
No person regardless of engineering qualification can predict with confidence the reliability of a new engine design purely on technical information. Likewise for software, no software engineer, not even a Nobel prize winner, can predict on technical terms the return on investment of a software purchase as routine as Microsoft Office. 

Forty years ago when marine diesels where still immature in reliability, parts distribution, fuel economy, servicing complexity etc., the choice of marine engine was even more strategically critical to the success of a vessel as a business venture. Likewise for information technology, which is a developing business and an issue to be overseen by the most senior management. 
It is a decision that will significantly affect your costs and efficiency as a ship manager. It will not compare in importance to any investment decision such as the importance of vessel purchase timing, but actually neither does the choice of main engine reach this level of importance. This still does not mean you can delegate the decision to anyone but the most business savvy executive, whether in choice of software or main engine.
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Building your own software solutions
Given the vast array of building tools in the software industry, building your own solutions is attractive. Yet like building your own car, it has its drawbacks. Compare home grown computerised solutions to home grown instrumentation modifications on a ship you are about to buy. Who is going to work out how the modification was designed if the design is complicated and the designer has left? Who will update the design to accommodate current spares availability? Likewise in software, who will update the design to accommodate progress in software development?
The majority of your staff should ideally use a good software design continuously. A poor software design will either be ignored or will cause disruption to the majority of your staff. Most of us do not buy home made suits. We rely on established designs that we can see and test before buying. Otherwise we might have to learn to walk differently to compensate for the suit’s shortcoming. 
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Other important factors

People need to record knowledge that the mind selectively deletes. Computers can replace paper and have the ability to conveniently distribute this knowledge throughout the world. Today computers can help select and display vital information regardless of where the information is sourced. 

In this way, computers can make us far more efficient, for example, when we travel, and can bring tremendous gains in productivity, office location cost, labour cost, remote decision making quality, travel savings etc. Today a European based superintendent, every night, can inspect his child’s homework from an e-mail connection in a shipyard in China.

Computers are terrible at filing and retrieval of information compared to humans because human minds have advanced recording and retrieval mechanisms. Compare the time it takes to retrieve something from your company’s file server compared to the time it takes for you to remember the existence of that document and a rough idea of its contents. So indexing filing and retrieval are areas where you can do very well or very badly in your choice of Information Technology. The difference will be blatant because humans are so much better at these things. 
Final users should be segregated in two main groups and two secondary groups; multi tasking versus single tasking, and high staff turnover versus low staff turnover.

Multi tasking users with high turnover will need far better software designs than single tasking low turnover users. A multi tasking vessels master or superintendent needs a far more ergonomic solution than a single tasking bank clerk.

People need to make repeated calculations in business, and make tremendous efforts to record figures, which the human mind naturally forgets. Any computer software, regardless of how poorly it is designed, will make complicated calculation and the recording of figures much easier than through purely human effort. So you can use any accounting software and be sure it is better than manual bookkeeping. 
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Hidden Dangers

The greatest hidden danger is that the cost and requirement of training to use the software will be twice that of the purchase cost. Or still worse, that the software will not actually be used and thus will not meet your goals, despite the outlays for purchase cost, training cost and set up cost.
You may think of dangers like high purchase cost as the greatest risk. Purchase cost of any product or service that is not directly comparable (due to complexity) with an alternative, is not a critical purchase criterion. The price of a car 90 years ago was not the best comparative criterion because two cars costing the same could be different in benefits and in lifecycle cost to the owner. Software is far too complicated and far too early in its development to be a purchase based primarily on price.
But training cost can easily vary by a factor of 10 between software choices, while training cost is usually more than twice the cost of the licence or purchase cost.

So a software package costing $70.000 for 10 vessels may cost you an extra $140.000 in training and familiarisation cost in order for the package to succeed.

You may have heard that problems with compatibility with your current software or integration may be the greatest danger. This is analogous to singling out cylinder liner wear as the greatest difference between main engines. Compatibility and integration are of course factors but are nowhere near as critical as training and actual success or failure of the software in its intended use.

Having thought and discussed all of the above with our clients and partners we came to the following conclusion: software purchasing requires similar qualities to those of choosing a main engine for your new building purchase, back when marine engineering was still a fast developing expanding business, that is, in short, very good business sense. Many shipping companies gained or lost competitive edge through main engine choices. Similarly many businesses outside shipping have lost or gained through information technology choices. 

