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Digital Ship’s Infoport conference explored the various issues surrounding technological implementation in the ports environment. Jayde Card reports
BODY

Digital Ship held its InfoPort conference in Amsterdam, April 15-16 2003. InfoPort was designed to create a forum for like minded experts in ports IT to discuss current technological implementation and best practice for ports globally. 

Integration was the hot topic of the conference, with the various benefits and barriers explored. 
Although integration was believed to offer great benefits, questions of cost, security and loss of competitiveness appear to be hampering the road to effective integration of port community systems.
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Integration

Jan Egbertsen, Amsterdam Port Authority, began the conferences proceedings, immediately highlighting the importance of integration, a theme that continued over the two days. 

Mr Egbertsen posited that with clients getting bigger and more global, ports are being forced to re-think their role and consider co-operating with other port authorities to remain efficient and competitive. 

Mr Egbertsen said that terminals are getting more into modern management techniques, with sea transport and land transport being integrated by one company. 
Similarly, Paul de St. Croix, Open Consultancy Network, asserted that “the core business of ports no longer consists of loading and unloading facilities – port productivity is a key ingredient in the improvement of the total transport chain rather than maritime transport alone.” 

Mr Egbertsen noted that there is often a blindspot in the logistics chain; once the ship comes into the terminal the terminal operator does not know where the containers are going. 

Colin Francis, LINE, told conference attendees that ports ought to diversify into the inland arena and suggested that more inland collaboration was needed. Mr Francis posited that as a port you can support inland operations and operate IT to gain revenue from scheduling transportation. He remarked that Sealand saved more than six per cent of its transportation budget for inland transportation due to better sharing of assets. 

According to Luuth Scheer, HITT Group, ships make their money at sea and in this way the berth handling offers the best opportunity to save time and money. He claimed that with better data capture you can get a ship out one day before the allocated window. 

Mr Scheer commented that within 10-15 years time traffic in ports will double. Given that many ports are already at their capacity, and it’s no longer so accepted to increase a port’s size, ports have to find better ways to handle traffic efficiently. He offered integration as a key solution. 

Mr de St. Croix began his keynote speech on the second day of the conference with the claim that the internet has changed ports business forever. “Nowadays what’s often moving is data first and materials after,” he elaborated.

In contrast to those who suggested that standardisation is required in order to improve efficiencies in the supply chain, Mr de St. Croix claimed that, “Cost reduction leads to supply chain standardisation and simplification… Increasing revenue means to take advantage of diversification and differentiation, exploiting changes in demand and supply. 
“This can mean making more money because of the supply chain’s ability to reconfigure itself, harmonise capacities and respond quickly as a whole. Supply chain complexity should therefore be looked at as a competitive advantage rather than a source of costs.”

Steve Bushey, Global Transportation Solutions, claimed that customers want consistency across terminals, but lamented that there is no consistency in solutions, mainly due to a lack of standards.
In correspondence, Mr de St Croix offered this advice to ports; “stay flexible… develop a flexible messaging interface that can support multiple message types to an increasing number of partners, that will allow you to communicate to all partners through a single framework, and that can avoid the cost of multiple point to point links.”
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Using technology 

Robert Inchausti, Navis, commented that people are forced to extract cost wherever they can and that those companies unable to do that are suffering the consequences. With this in mind, he suggested that managing the IT infrastructure will lower the costs of the organisation.
“Everyone is basically espousing those two things, collaboration and integration, and you can use technology to achieve that,” said Mr Inchausti.  

Still, it seems the uptake of the technology by ports is still in its infancy. Frans Jol of Salerno Container terminal and Chairman PR Sub-Committee SMDG, a user group for shipping lines and container terminals, claimed, “In the Mediterranean, I have not seen any port that has done anything with technology.” 
Mr Egbertsen noted that “It takes about three hours to book a container on the internet; it’s still much quicker on the phone.”

Rudy Martens of Cosmos spoke of the existence of ‘information islands’, whereby ports and terminals have information in their databases and do not communicate enough with the outside world. 

He suggested that further integration of port and terminal systems will result in better two-way communication between the ports and their terminals, easier planning of vessel related services, better handling of dangerous cargo and optimal allocation or human resources and equipment.

Mr Inchausti recommended that ports use web services rather than EDI because they are more geared to a transactional conversation of data, with accurate, real time visibility and interaction, but noted that the “technology and advantages are not fully understood within our industry.” A lack of standards is proving effective integration difficult. 
Mr Inchausti offered this advice to ports and terminals looking at implementing web services and deciding whether to build or buy; “If software is a core competency then go ahead and build otherwise look at alternatives.”
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Sharing Information

One of the main barriers to integration identified over the course of the conference was a fear of sharing information. 
Mr Inchausti said that port community systems promise to bring about integration and allow easy access to and interaction with pertinent data, but noted that for the most part traditional port community systems have been hoarders of information.

 “The old model of hording data is unsustainable for the long term, especially as the amount of information grows,” he said. 

“In this business people still have the feeling that information is competitive information, they don’t want to share it,” said Mr Egbertsen. 
Mr Francis claimed, “Technically we’ve got past any problems. There shouldn’t be any fears of exposing information,” but it seems that these still exist anyway. 

In order for port community systems to be successful, companies need to work together. Dave Bradbury, Langdon Systems, discussed the need to integrate customs into the port community, ensuring such factors as having the right tax at the right time, in order to increase efficiency. 

Highlighting the importance of achieving critical mass early to ensure the port community survives, Mr Bradbury noted the essentialism of creating a system that meets customer requirements so that they want to be a part of it. 

Arne Gehlhaar, Institute of Shipping Economics and Logistics (ISL) presented a case study in integrating EDI and web functionality; the port of Bremerhaven. 
Federal law requires container transports that are carried out via the port of Bremerhaven to be announced electronically in the local port community system Bremen Harbour Telematics (BHT). 
ISL is considering future developments and projects, such as an online portal for truck pre-notification, however, the success of the project depends on achieving critical mass. 

Referring to community solutions, Mr Bushey claimed, “This type of system is only as good as its weakest link.” “We need all players big and small to work together in real time,” he said. 
In correspondence Mr Inchausti asserted, “The goal is to increase operational efficiencies for all parties not just you,” but this doesn’t sit well with those companies afraid to give up any competitive advantage.
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Drivers

During the course of discussion on the first day the panel were asked; “Where is the biggest challenge in integrating this information? Technology? Business rules? Security?”

Mr Bushey claimed that in his experience the biggest driver had been politics. “If they felt like they had competitive advantage and heard this was going to level the playing field they weren’t going to play unless forced to,” he said. “The technology wasn’t so hard,” he added.

According to Mr Inchausti the hard part was “Convincing the people in the overall community that there‘s value there for everyone - convincing them that it’s for the betterment of everyone to become part of the community.”

Mr Egbertsen observed, “When we started five years ago the answer would’ve been technology; because a lot of companies had no email we provided the web and email for free. After one year everyone had email.” 

Mr Jol commented that shipping lines look at the terminal rates when deciding what terminal to use. “They don’t care about the EDI,” he said.

The panel also noted that competitive advantage is an important driver for future growth of Ports IT, suggesting that if one company adopts technology another company then has to. 

They added that building a good ROI case can go a long way in convincing the right people of the savings in order to instigate the development of port community systems, and that sometimes a money back guarantee can even be offered.  

When asked, “What’s going to be the driver to determine the standards if it’s not law?” the panel agreed that the market will decide eventually, but that various standards will evolve that do the same thing for a while. 

Jean Francois Bedin, Lockheed Martin, questioned whether a body existed similar to IALA, which aims to harmonise navigation aids worldwide, including that for Vessel Traffic Systems (VTS). 
Bedin later told conference attendees, “We have a dream… can you imagine all of the VTS systems able to exchange and connect.” Although this is possible now, VTS industry professionals attending the conference believed it unlikely, with ownership of information being the main barrier according to Mr Scheer.
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Security

Security remains an issue for Ports industry professionals; security of both the supply chain and of data. And not unreasonably. Frans Kok, LXE International, showed that it is possible to get onto a company’s network using free software and a “net stumbler” kit.

Susan Evans, Savi, held that a lot of companies are now sitting back and waiting to see what is going to be mandated in terms of security initiatives before they commit to or partake in anything. 
She said of Savi’s Smart and Secure Trade Lanes (SSTL), “It’s not going to stop everything, but it’s helping to create a more secure supply chain,” adding, “increased visibility is going to improve the efficiencies in your supply chain.”

Currently, the Port of Rotterdam has 27 cranes equipped with Savi tag readers, on an ECT terminal and 18 cranes are equipped in Felixstowe. There are pilots running with BASF, Xerox, Hapag Lloyd and in Hong Kong, Singapore and Antwerp.  

Just what the costs of participating in SSTL were was a popular question. Ms Evans claimed costs can range anywhere from USD 10 000 to 10 million per terminal. 

Ralf Lehnert, Transas, highlighted the importance of training once security procedures have been developed to ensure they are implemented correctly. 
Steve Guest, Norcontrol IT, claimed that “just to get people to come to work with a port security attitude will do 80% of the job [of increasing security].” 

Dr Marco Folpmers of Cap Gemini Ernst and Young told conference attendees, “We are working to use our risk management model in the ports community sector.” 
In accordance with the risks outlined in the ISPS code, the company is developing a software tool to be offered as part of their risk management services, which will aid in identifying and categorising risk and outline the preventative, detective and corrective measures that can be taken. 

He noted that the ISPS code generally only outlines preventative measures, positing, “From a risk management point of view you would like to see the whole spectrum.”
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COST

As moderator Geert van de Enden, Cap Gemini Ernst and Young concluded, “Cost is very much the issue at stake.” One delegate questioned, “All of these systems are nice - they do help- but where is the money to buy it?”

Mr de St. Croix concluded, and no doubt other companies would agree, “It’s not will I get it, or will Tideworks, or will Navis get it, but will they buy it at all, or would they rather buy a crane?”

Dorothy Winters claimed that for the Port of Amsterdam, it isn’t just a question of money, budgets had been allocated, but that time was an important factor in determining what gets done and what can get done.
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Thinking Differently

Colin Francis posited, “It’s not the technology, you’re going to save a bucket of money by using IT, but people are afraid to take up the challenge of the technology.” 
“It’s a question of being brave,” he said.

Mr de St. Croix suggested that “getting in front of business people and talking about what they really want is the answer here, not technology.” He emphasised the importance of having sufficient IT budget and ensuring that IT solution are not seen as cheap and instant. 

Jan Egbertsen lamented, “It’s quite a struggle internally to get people to accept IT. Most people still think that IT is a cost factor and not a way… to get new markets.” He identified a need for cultural change so that IT is no longer seen as merely administrative in order for effective implementation. 

Similarly, Mr de St. Croix highlighted the need for shift in the way ports think about IT. “Ecommerce is not software,” he said. “It’s a new framework for doing business.” Mr de St. Croix told conference delegates that, “Ports have to get their internal systems in order before they can effectively participate in ecommerce.”

David Lloyd, Klein Systems, saw implementing IT in the ports environment a change management issue, asserting that “ports don’t think things through before they buy into IT systems.”

According to Mr de St Croix in order to remain competitive, “ports will need to develop a flexible, responsive and innovative organisation, designed to embrace and manage constant change.”

