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Ways to move the data

DECK HEAD

How should data flow between ship, supplier, agent, government, broker, charterer be managed? Barry Parker reviews the latest developments

BODY

In the fragmented maritime business, some experts have thought that data flows should mirror the underlying logistics of the goods. 

The data follows the ships and cargo around, rather than being tied into central computer servers.

Digital Ship readers may fondly remember Napster, from the dotcom years, and more recently may have downloaded songs and video clips from Kazaa. 

Both services are described as following the “peer to peer” architecture, where files are transferred from computer to computer (think “client”) rather than through a central repository. 

The maritime business is a fertile ground for innovative solutions for transporting data. 

We are now seeing refined approaches to the architecture of data interactions in the procurement side of the business, the agency business and among Government entities. 

As with every maritime computing challenge, there will be never be one solution that meets all needs. 

Clever designers of applications will no doubt combine elements from all three of the approaches described here. 

Intra- company or intra supply chain rosetta stones will continue to exist until a widely accepted flavour of XML can enable streamlined data transport across applications.  

Groups like MECA (the maritime e-commerce association), and now the US Coast Guard, are building XML standards for our business.
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Waterways Information Network

The US Coast Guard Waterways Information Network (WIN) is experimenting with peer to peer computer systems.

This is an ambitious effort underway at the United States Coast Guard Research and Development Center (http://www.rdc.uscg.gov/) which could have a profound impact on how maritime information is distributed. 

The Coast Guard has been working with the VistaPortal application (www.vistaportal.com).

An approach is being tested whereby information producers (say multiple unique databases each concerning some particular equipment on a vessel) can interact and exchange data (using a new brand of XML called Maritime Information Markup Language) with users of the data (initially the Coast Guard, but later the commercial world). 

Ideally, with XML used to tag data, its location could be indexed and it could transported directly from its repository to an authorized viewer / user. 

The VistaPortal application is built on the Sun Microsystems JXTA protocol (www.jxta.org), a unique brew of JAVA designed for building peer to peer networks. 

Such virtual networks enable every device to suddenly become a peer (really a node). 

So, conventional servers,  PC’s, but also a Palm Pilot or  cellphone can all store data and communicate with other peers, following routing instructions in what is effectively a central lookup table accessible to each peer. 

In early testing for the U.S. Coast Guard, “users…were generally unaware that the interface screens presented were derived from applications distributed among several peers – the interface seemed to execute as if from a single web server.” 
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Post fixture

A widely accepted standard for electronic communications does not yet exist in the post fixture world. 

Post fixture voyage execution and analysis requires multiple inputs from multiple providers such as agencies and inspectors. 

The workflow has always been tedious and ultimately imperfect because the many different data sources may have different formats and structures. 

One company with a unique spin on this tried and true approach is Maritime Bridge ( www.maritimebridge.com ) which now markets solutions developed in-house. 

The company, based in Houston with close ties to Irish Cormac Maritime (www.cormacmaritime.com ) sets up translation templates, accessible to members of a cargo supply chain, who can input data directly at the source, including from scanners, or from PDAs like a Palm Pilot or a Blackberry. 

Not surprisingly, oil and products cargoes around the Caribbean Basin and U.S. Gulf have provided the launching pad. 

After the various information streams have entered the database, customers can then log into the proprietary website to view port logs, statements of facts, and other cargo related reports. 

At the heart of MB’s system is a set of translation tables, so that information can be input in its native format. 

Each company can control its own translation table, and the codes are coordinated with a master MB table, a Rosetta stone for the diverse formats fed in by agents, inspectors, terminals and others. 

MB’s CEO, Mickey Watzak, points out that the application enables customers to avoid hiring “…a small support staff of programmers to maintain 20 or 30 different interfaces in a supply chain.”

Recently, MB developed software that works on the Microsoft Pocket PC Platform, that works from hand held units. 

The new application is designed to be sent data in three distinct ways, from a cellphone like capability within the handheld unit (if in clear unobstructed range), into the MB website via an Internet Explorer connection, or through synching the handheld with a PC and then transmitting to the MB website after returning to the office. 
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Custom Integration

Shipserv (www.shipserv.com) one of the industry’s recent success stories for connecting shipping companies with ship suppliers, has designed its data interchanges in a fashion that mirrors the setup of its suppliers and customers. 

The London based firm, where the CEO, Paul Østergaard sets the tone by combining experience at database leader Oracle with management expertise at major shipping operators along the way, has built up a transaction platform dubbed TradeNet, which enables custom linkages into the information systems of suppliers (more than 500, at last count) and customers (some 36 buyers controlling 900 vessels).

According to Shipserv, the MTML “Maritime Trading Markup Language” standard has been a key factor in bringing new customers online, and in implementing customer switchovers after its recent combination with I-ShipExchange.  

Integration of systems has been a cornerstone of Shipserv’s growth strategy. 

Recently, Shipserv has been able to integrate with customers who are using Nautical Systems (ABS) modules for Maintenance and Repair and for Purchasing and Inventories. Similar integrations have been achieved with shipowners who are using the Xantic AMOS modules. 

The XML brings commonality to descriptions of particular spares and parts across platforms, so that a supplier transacting on the TradeNet can describe an engine part in such a way that an shipboard inventory module can understand – enabling orders to be created and supported. 

For Shipserv, a logical step outward, requiring a different form of integration, is into the deux et machina of delivering spares and parts, enabling better coordination of deliveries with movement of vessels. 

This past summer, Shipserv added a delivery capability through a linkup with the newly formed logistics arm of GAC. 

The new company GML- short for GAC Marine Logistics, ( www.gacml.com ) specializes in the movement of marine parts, and spares, leveraging its network of affiliated agents throughout the world towards ensuring that spares purchased through TradeNet will arrive in time for a vessel’s call at port.

On the data side, Shipserv has unveiled a track and trace capability, aptly branded as Weblogistics, that will provide track and trace capabilities for customers who are connected to its platform. 

According to the companies, GML will initially enter data regarding shipments to vessels, into the Weblogistics application. 

However, Shipserv has the intention integrating the GML system directly into the Shipserv backend. The importance of such a tie-in is underscored by Shipserv C.O.O. Kim Skaarup, who says that, “[for some customers] online logistics is as important as online purchasing.”







