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Software for ship suppliers
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While shipmanagement software providers like ShipNet and Xantic look at how to make the purchasing process more efficient for ship operators, other companies are providing systems to help suppliers. Tim Power reports

BODY

VisionPeople, a software company for ship suppliers, presented its latest offering, Ship Centric-Navision Ship Supplier, at ShipServ’s TradeNet conference in June.

Torben Brammer, VisionPeople’s CEO, started working in software in 1988 when he was appointed sales manager for Sohae, a supplier of ship hatch covers. 

Mr Brammer needed a system to support the administration of sales and set about building one. 

The system was a success, prompting Brammer to leave Sohae, set up his own software business, VisionPeople, and build a new version in the Navision Navigator environment.

Mr Brammer continued working as a partner of Navision, a fellow Danish company, until 2001 when he decided that VisionPeople needed to start working with Microsoft as well. VisionPeople built its fist Windows-based ship supply application in 2001.

It appears that at the same time, Microsoft saw benefits in a link with Navision too; it acquired Navision in July of 2002 for nearly US$1.5 billion, the largest acquisition in Microsoft history. 

The re-named Microsoft Business Solutions - Navision now supplies enterprise systems to companies with revenues less than US$250 million, has 35,000 customers in 50 countries, and is one of the fastest growing business suites in the small and medium business market. 

Microsoft’s move prompted Brammer to sell the parts of his business not associated with Microsoft-Navision and to concentrate on it exclusively. 

VisionPeople now employs 29 staff and acts as both a consultant and a development company, working with customers on strategy and business planning as well as system development and implementation. 

Mr Brammer created a subsidiary company, ShipCentric, to focus exclusively on providing Navision-Microsoft applications to the marine industry. 

ShipCentric opened a Seattle office in June; both to serve the US market and to strengthen its relationship with Microsoft, and will soon add an office in Singapore.
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The software

VisionPeople’s supplier application is called ShipCentric-Navision Ship Supplier and aims both to improve the efficiency of suppliers and to increase their market reach. The core of the application is standard Navision functionality and includes the following components:

The General Ledger covers all aspects of financial management and supports the export of data from Navision to Microsoft Excel.

Sales and Receivables includes a customer register which contains all critical customer information. 

It handles the sales process from request through to order and invoicing and allows users to select the language in which they communicate with customers (Navision supports 126 languages). 

Customer sales cards hold all contract prices for each customer and these are automatically imported with product details when a quote is prepared.

.

The Purchasing and Payables component supports real time visibility of purchasing and invoicing, assisting efficient and high visibility supply management.

Inventory Management tools allow full details, including part numbers, sizes and colours, of all products and catalogue items to be registered in the system. 

The system handles electronic requests for quotes from customers, making the sales and invoicing processes more efficient. 

Products can be referred to by a variety of coding schemes; Ship Supplier uses cross reference technology to allow suppliers to use their own item numbers, customer specific item number and IMPA and ISSA codes.

The Customer Relationship Management component holds a complete record of all interactions with existing and potential customers and includes a log of all incoming and outgoing emails.
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Ship specific functionality

This functionality is important but rather commonplace in modern ERP systems. What is much more interesting is how Ship Centric has added to the core Navision functionality to make Ship Supplier effective for the maritime market place.

The first and obvious challenge is that ships, far more than land-based customers, move around, change names and change owners. 

For a marine supplier, keeping track of these changes can mean the difference between having a customer and losing one completely. 

Ship Supplier includes Ship Relationship Management and Ship Register & Ship History, built on the core Navision CRM component, to solve this problem.

The system allows the user to search for ships by hull number or by yard and find out current owners, operators, managers, and ship names, and a full vessel history. 

Once the vessel details are secured the Ship Locator can tell you where the vessel is. 

Other searches include vessels scheduled to arrive at a particular port and a list of ships that are due to survey within a specified time period. 

Users have a choice about how they secure the data; they can either use their one information sources or subscribe to a third party. Ship Supplier can include access to the Lloyds Fairplay database as an add-on.

This information allows the supplier to be much more active in approaching the market: a chandler can look ahead and see all vessels calling in its home port and contact ship operators in advance to discuss the vessels’ requirements. 

Similarly, knowledge of forthcoming surveys allows spare part suppliers to plan approaches to shipowners for the supply of particular parts related to the survey.
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Interaction with ships

Having allowed the supplier to keep better track of customers’ vessels and to spot opportunities for doing business, the application also aims to make that interaction more efficient. 

The system uses the MTML standard to integrate with e-commerce platforms, such as ShipServ, allowing the user to plug into these trading networks immediately, improving efficiency and, potentially, expanding the customer base. 

Ship Supplier provides two optional add-ons to help the user get started with e-commerce: the ShipServ TradeNet Starter Pack, which connect the user to the ShipServ trading platform, and the ShipCentric Web Shop, which allows customers that are not using maritime e-commerce platforms to order online based on customer-specific catalogues and price lists.

SUBHEAD

Microsoft

VisionPeople is a Microsoft Certified Business Solutions Partner. 

This is not simply a nice label to stick on your cards or website but a title that carries very specific obligations. 

Of crucial importance is the method of software building: Navision software is constructed according to very strict rules laid down by Microsoft. 

These both ensure the quality of the product and ensure that it can be maintained, supported and adapted by any other Microsoft Certified Business Solutions Partner (with appropriate education in the intricacies of the maritime world). 

The developer also undertakes to continue to upgrade the product and to ensure that is remains compatible with the latest Microsoft technology. Software built in this way is certified as a Microsoft-authorised add-on.

Following the rules entitles VisionPeople to join the club of Microsoft partners, which gives it access to a network of 1500 organisations around the world that are capable of reselling and supporting Ship Supplier; remarkable leverage for a company of only 29 people. VisionPeople is now building a network of chosen partners within the club.
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Sales

Mr Brammer says that sales of Ship Supplier are already going well. 

Since achieving authorised add-on status at the end of 2003, VisionPeople has sold 27 Ship Supplier packages, and has achieved this without any promotional effort. 

Mr Brammer is now spreading the word to VisionPeople’s network of partners. 

VisionPeople is also surveying the wider shipmanagement software market, which as it points out is simply the other end of the market it is already engaged in. 

Mr Brammer believes that solutions built on Microsoft technology and standards, rather than the proprietary systems of existing providers, could be very attractive to shipmanagement IT departments. 

