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Shipping software: No luddites here
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The maritime industry is gradually realising the benefit of integrating software between the different players. Tim Power reviews some software solutions currently available
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For those who imagine that the shipping industry is populated solely by technologically challenged Jolly Jack Tars, a look at shipping operations systems will provide something of a surprise. 

The scope that these systems cover, the complexity that they address, and the ingenuity of the solutions they provide are impressive. 
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ShipNet

www.shipnet.no
The starting point for a number of software houses is the process of creating a vessel fixture. ShipNet’s Integrated Calculation System (SNICS) uses cargo booking lists and COA estimation to feed a voyage calculator. This in turn provides the data to create a fixture note and to initiate a voyage in the ShipNet Operational System (SNOPS). 

The calculator also sends an estimate to the voyage accounting system against which actual cost and revenue can be reported. 

SNICS draws calculation data from different sources: standard distance tables come with the application; operators maintain their own databases of vessel speed and consumption while port charges and bunker prices can be pulled out of the accounting system. 

SNICS dynamic structure and active registers enable a complete multi cargo calculation to take place in seconds. 

ShipNet’s Sven-Erik Dølvik sees the integration of the different elements of the package as providing a lot of value, “We developed the different ShipNet modules together to create an integrated product. The result for the owner is efficiency and much better control, including control of cash flow.”
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Vector 

www.vectormaritime.com
Vector Maritime Systems also provides a comprehensive application suite, which comes in a number of discrete modules (such as Operations Manager and Maintenance Manager) that can be used alone if the user wishes. 

Vector, however, believes that the real benefits come when the modules are used together. Mark Jones explains, “All the applications run on a common Oracle database. As more modules are added you can do more with the data you already have”. He points out that a single database is a great help in supporting ISM, making controlling document distribution much easier.

Vector has adopted workflow management as an integral part of its approach. “Tasks often involve several people within the operator’s organisation and Vector’s systems help to manage these shared tasks” says Mr Jones. 

“For example, when a task is ready for handover, the document can be communicated by email to the next person in the chain. As the task arrives on their desktop, a beep alerts them that they have something they need to attend to.”
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Ship shore integration 

Software companies are paying particular attention to the challenge of transferring and managing data between ship and shore. 

Leif-Arne Remøy, managing director of Satpool (www.satpool.no ) says, “Communication is the key. The functionality of the competing software packs is similar; the real challenge is effective communications. There is a wide range of communication options available and we have the competence to work with the operator to help him identify the right solution”. 

Mark Jones describes Vector’s approach to this as “thin client”. In other words, data is replicated on a shore-based server and is updated automatically from the vessel when the appropriate communication link becomes available. 

This helps if the onboard system crashes as Jones explains, “The application itself can be restored by transmitting a 2 MB file to the vessel. The data itself is saved ashore, so disruption is minimised”.

Linking ship to shore is likewise the logic of ShipNet’s recent link up with Maritime Workstation. 

“We have been focusing recently on improving the efficiency of data capture”, says ShipNet’s Mr Dølvik.”

Marine Workstation captures data at source on the vessel and feeds it to shore-based applications.”

Time to consign the abacus and paper to the bin.

