MAIN HEAD

AXS Marine

DECK HEAD

Tim Power road tests AXS Marine, one of the leading web hosted shipbroking systems, which has just scored another round of investment
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In the heady days of the Internet boom, the concept of disintermediation was all the rage. If buyers and sellers could be brought together online efficiently and at low cost, so the argument went, there would be no role for intermediaries. Agents and brokers of all sorts would be swept away by an unstoppable tide of technology.  

One company that did not buy this argument was AXS Marine.  Its CEO, Fabrice Demichel, explains, “We recognised the importance of the role of the broker in today’s chartering market and took the view that a 'disintermediation' approach would fail. 

“We need the brokers in the process, so our first step was to develop a product that served them.”
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Poor information management

According to Mr Demichel, the business problem in shipbroking is very clear. “Ask whoever you want what's bothering them, you'll get the same answer: the number of incoming messages, redundancy of information and inefficient use of available information,” he says. 

“If you add up the time each person spends on a desk reading messages you easily come to a full time job. 

“This reduces the efficiency of brokers who really want to be talking to and advising their clients. 

“So, if we can help in dealing with information, we've achieved something.” 

AXS’ approach to the problem is to pull the information together in an easily usable form, link it to business tools (such as voyage calculators) and set up communications bridges that allow information to be shared easily. The result of their efforts is AXSMarine.com, an online application suite aimed mainly at shipbrokers.
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Logging in 

Users get into AXSMarine.com by pointing their web browser at www.axsmarine.com and hitting the Members link on the homepage. This opens the application at Markets, which shows the user details of vessels open in his selected trades – these can be specified by using an Edit function to define vessel specifications, geographical zones and date ranges. 

On the same screen, below the tonnage lists, is a report of the latest fixtures and prices for IFO, MDO and MGO from around the world. 

All of these information channels allow the user to drill down for more detail using search functions. For example, a user can search for fixtures made by a particular charterer in particular trade lanes and in commodities.
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Content 

AXSMarine.com contains up to date details of the 6000 vessels that constitute the world’s dry bulk fleet (above 10,000 dwt). 

If a vessel in one of the selected markets takes an AXS user’s fancy, he simply clicks on the vessel name to be taken to a page showing details of the vessel’s specification, her current ownership, a list of previous fixtures and, where appropriate, casualty reports. 

Other tabs show the vessel’s open positions (current and historical) and technical specifications. 

If your geography is poor and you are not sure where a particular location is, a click on the name reveals the country, lat/long and a map to clear up any doubt.

Going back to the front page and up to the tool bar provides access to lots more content. 

Clicking on Ports reveals a drop down list including a ports library, port news, port state control casualty reports, distance tables (6,000 ports and 11 m distances) and bunker reports. 

Port information includes a list of cargo types handled at the port, the maximum draft, and links to lists of charters that have loaded and discharged there. 

There is a list of port state controls showing the vessel involved and details of the event. 

For example, the site shows that the Alex C was examined at Immingham in January and found to have 23 deficiencies, including a failure to implement ISM/SMC.

Similarly rich content is available in the Vessels area. As well as details of all dry bulk ships (which can be searched against particular criteria), there are summary analyses of current positions and fixtures by vessel type, all of which help the user stay in touch with market developments. 

The Research area supports this further with records of key market indices and links to trade journals.
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FFAs

AXSMarine handles Forward Freight Agreements (FFAs) too, listing best bids and offers on its Capesize and Panamax Freight Futures boards and comparing them to spot rates on the relevant routes.

The user can drill down to more detail of the market on each route where each posting is listed, showing the broker involved. Trading is done offline.
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Capturing Content

Securing all this data requires effort and AXS has two of its own staff dedicated as webmasters for the Ports and Vessels areas. 

It works with selected port agents to maintain up to date information on the ports in its database while vessel specification data, meanwhile, is gleaned from owners themselves or from TC descriptions passed on from brokers. 

Keeping vessel positions current is a huge challenge and a solution correspondingly valuable for the users of the system. To address this, AXS has developed a secret weapon, AXSTracker, which can parse all kinds of incoming message formats, including plain text emails, and use the data extracted to update vessel positions. 

The user simply pastes the relevant text into the AXSTracker message box, hits the Parse button, validates the positions and then clicks Update. 

The new vessel position is then automatically input to the database. This is a piece of cake compared to manual methods and provides the added benefit of reducing the incidence of errors.
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The Tool Box

With all this data available, AXS has taken the opportunity to integrate some useful tools into the application, which are accessible from the Calculators drop down list on the tool bar. 

One of these is the Quick Voyage Calculator. When the user enters the vessel type or a specific vessel, details of speed and consumption are automatically generated reducing input. 

When the user enters Open, Load and Discharge ports the system proposes routings and calculates distances. Similar automation helps calculate port charges and bunker costs. 

Also in Calculator are the Freight Matrices, of which AXS offers 15. The user simply selects the desired matrix and reference route from drop down lists and enters the freight rate and hits the Go button. 

He is then presented with a new matrix and a Time Charter Equivalent to the freight entered. As with many of the screens in AXSMarine.com, the user can mail the results to a colleague direct from the screen.

The aim of all this is of course to fix ships and the Chartering area allows the user to keep track of the progress of all negotiations he is currently involved in. Agreement to main terms and lifting of subjects can all be recorded.
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What customers think

Edvard Aaby of Fearnleys has cooperated closely with AXS in the development of the application’s functionality.  

Mr Aaby has the application on all day and uses it to look for vessel positions, perform voyage calculations and for FFAs. He admits to being biased but adds that now he could not work without AXSMarine.com. 

“I have used three systems in the past and this is the best. Having all this functionality integrated into a single infrastructure makes a big difference.”

Mr Marc Van Mael of Sobelnord had a very particular reason for his interest in the system. 

“When we created the LSS joint venture we had to decide how to link our multiple offices together in an efficient way. AXSMarine provided a platform to do this.” 

He is particularly keen on the tonnage updater. “Updating is so easy, it’s unbelievable.”

Mr Van Mael, in common with most brokers, has a healthy scepticism about what technology can do. His enthusiasm says that AXSMarine is moving in the right direction.

