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The shipboard paper mountain

DECK HEAD

ISM, ISO and ISPS all contribute to the growing shipboard paper mountain – Tim Power reviews how the task is changing and how software can help resolve it

BODY

It is an immutable law that every new global initiative relating to ship operations adds new processes, manuals and forms to fill in. 

Even worse, these never go away but are laid down and added to like the layers in sedimentary rock. 

The result is an ever-increasing workload for ships’ companies at a time when crew numbers are being squeezed lower and lower.

 There is no doubt that this software can help owners considerably but previous experience suggests that their reaction will be cautious. 

The cost of implementing ISPS with manual systems may well make the difference. 

Ulysses Systems has also researched the costs associated with familiarisation with new procedures and manuals and estimates that this could be as high as US$6,000 per vessel. 

Familiarisation with the new forms could cost a similar amount. Perhaps the prospect of this bill might help encourage owners to look at IT as a cost-efficient way forward.
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Growing paperwork

Panteleimon Pantelis, director of Ulysses Systems, has charted the recent evolution of the paper mountain that confronts a vessels’ master as he takes over on a new voyage, 

“Traditionally, when preparing for a voyage, the master had to read Voyage Instructions and Standing Instructions from the Owner and a second set of instructions from the Charterer,” he says.

“He then had to deal with his pile of telexes and faxes. Some companies had additional procedures that were laid out in Quality and Safety manuals but the statutory requirements were pretty straightforward”.

This situation changed dramatically in 1998 with the introduction of the International Safety Management Code (ISM). 

While responsible ship operators were already carrying out most of the actual tasks required by the code, the emphasis switched from implementing good commercial practice to strict compliance with statutory regulations and comprehensive record keeping. 

The list of formal tasks and the manuals that had to be consulted grew beyond recognition. 

Some companies have added on top of the ISM layer ISO 9000 quality management procedures and ISO 14000 environmental management systems, further increasing the number of tasks and manuals. 

Now on top of all of this, and adding more tasks, will be ISPS. 

The two key roles specified in the Code are those of Company Security Officer and Ship Security Officer. 

Broadly speaking, the former must set up and audit the security processes throughout the company while the latter’s responsibility is implementation of the security plan, reporting against it and feeding back proposals for improvement.

Ulysses Systems (see www.ulysses-systems.com) has researched precisely what this means for shipping companies in terms of the number of tasks that have to be completed, the roles that need to be filled, the manuals that need to be consulted and the forms that must be filled in. 

Table 1 shows the results of the research.


Table 1. The nightmare of tasks, roles, manuals and forms onboard

Source: Ulysses Systems

As Pantelis points out, these results show averages so for some companies the situation is much worse. “One company we met had to use 17,000 sections of the ISM manual”, he reports.

This might be manageable if these requirements were distinct and standalone, but of course they are not.  

They overlap and complicate each other so that when a Chief Officer is preparing for a voyage he or she has to consult multiple manuals and processes relating to the same thing. How is this complexity to be managed?
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ISM and IT

Paul Ashton of Vector Maritime Systems was convinced that the arrival of ISM would promote a rush to IT, 

“I thought in 1998 that shipowners would see IT as the solution to managing controlled documents and that they would rush out and buy systems to handle them. 

“I was wrong!” he says. “What happened was that owners stuck to manual and paper-based processes”. 

Mr Ashton believes this is now changing, 

“What the operators have seen is that, while setting up the procedures and manuals at the outset can be managed relatively easily with paper, the work becomes much more difficult when service improvements are required and these procedures have to be updated and re-circulated.”

“They are now looking again at IT as the answer to managing the documents.”

Vector has this capability set up in its ISM Manager, which has been developed to simplify the creation, approval, publishing and evolution of documents required by the ISM Code as well as tracking and recall and statistically analyse of non conformities and incidents. 

The office version of the ISM Manager contains all the functions for the development of standard documents, procedures, drill plans, check and task lists and job descriptions. 

The onboard version contains all the documents that are required by the crew.

Vector is now launching similar capability for ISPS. To do this it has teamed up with Scottish company Maritime Protection Solutions (MPS) (see www.marprot.com) who are creating the security plan document templates. 

“The ISPS Manager will include customisable forms and checklists, and will allow users to record against these lists,” says Mr Ashton. 

“As in the ISM Manager, there are forms to report incidents and to request security improvement requests as well as an audit trail. 

“The system also generates relevant statistics for management reporting purposes and supports communication of all this information between ship and shore ”. 

Mr Ashton points out that security plan documents are sensitive and that access must therefore be carefully controlled. 

“As well as managing access control, the system provides a record of which document has been read by whom and when,” he says.

Vector helps the crew find relevant documents with an Alta Vista text and phrase search engine embedded in the shipboard system. This can handle both controlled and uncontrolled documents.

 Selecting a task activates either static or smart e-forms for reporting, while smart e-forms help record data within the database suitably structured for data mining.

Ensuring suitable training will be important for the successful implementation of security plans and Mr Ashton is looking at how Vector’s next release of their Manning Manager can help reinforce it. 

The Crew Career Evolution module assesses and records crew competence levels and relates it with plans for training. 

It includes a web-based module for use by the training schools and manning agencies for feedback to the ship manager. 

In the current version of Manning Manager crew allocation is already linked to training needs, blocking the employment of untrained crew to a vessel.
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The Task Assistant

Ulysses Systems is addressing this problem with its Task Assistant. 

Its philosophy is that a modern information system should act as a personal assistant, helping each user to manage all the information relevant to his or her role, while simultaneously sharing data and interfacing with other users.  

In practice, this means that a user logs on to the Task Assistant, which knows the user’s defined role. 

The user can then select a task, for example, “Prepare for Voyage”, and is then connected to all the relevant content from the various manuals, including tasks and checklists. 

This is particularly valuable when there are several statutory initiatives associated with a single task, all with their own task lists.

This functionality rests on a database where all the various manuals and tasks are linked up. 

The business model resides in the database, which is set up configured through the Workbench tool. Shore staff use the Workbench to enter the various manuals and forms covering ISM, ISPS, and quality requirements, and assign the roles and workflow among staff for each task and document.

 “Once the manuals are in the database, their various sections are indexed and bookmarked,” says Mr Pantelis. 

“These bookmarks are then linked to the specific tasks and it is this linking that ensures that, when the user logs on, all the relevant tasks and forms are made available to him”. 

Mr Pantelis says that this indexing work can often be done by seafarers themselves during a short spell ashore. 

“We give the officer 5 days training on the system and they then can complete the task,” he says.

 He stresses though that input and support from all senior management to the creation of the tasks and roles is important for long term success.

Description	ISM Only	ISO 9000	ISO 14000	Post ISPS	Total





Tasks		1200 		+100		+100		+50		1450


Roles		35		0		0		0		35


Manuals	2000		+500		+500		+ 150		3150


Forms Types	170		+20		+10		+10		210














