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AMMITEC and shipping IT managers
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Dr Panagiotis Nomikos, president of the Association of Maritime Managers of Information Technology and Communications (AMMITEC) explains about the background to AMMITEC and what shipping company IT managers want now
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Recent advances in shipping communication technologies are making the ICT Managers of Shipping companies wonder how best to upgrade their infrastructure onboard and ashore whilst not loosing whatever control they manage to hold on their office users and especially on the crews. 

Here in Piraeus these days the small talk within the ICT departments is full of excitement about the opportunities and apprehension about the new risks.

The longstanding aspirations of the shipping ICT Managers community for better products and better service from their suppliers have been well known within the industry over the years, as for example they have been vocally expressed during a recent Digital Ship Conference in Athens by the ICT managers themselves:

Software applications should be well-written, bugs eradicated (as much as practically possible) before release to the client and not after (as is frequently the case). The client is “the client”, it is not the testing ground of new software releases.

Tools for the clients to customize themselves the software products, especially with regard to compiling financial reports, are welcome. This avoids the clients having to rely exclusively on the software supplier programmers to create the reports at hefty consultancy fees.

Light and user-friendly shipboard applications, tailored to seamen who are not computer professionals and who are thousands of miles away from shore-based technical support, are welcome. Shipboard applications should follow the golden KISS (keep it simple stupid) principle.

Erratic communication links (due to the unstable nature of satellite connections), sometimes malfunctioning communications hardware (especially on some Mini-M systems), low bandwidth, broken and repeated connections at high costs, next to impossible to transfer reliably and cheaply anything over 20 Kbytes, overall an unreliable infrastructure that burdens the ICT staff and the crews with continuous communications problems.

Excessive problems with crew training and crew discipline (although admittedly these problems are not caused by the suppliers), some crew users who are not even elementarily computer literate, others who install unauthorized software and games on the vessel computers and wreck havoc with the company software, and ICT staff who spend hours on the satcom phone day or night to assist the crews to clear up the mess.

Recently new promises were made by the industry about the long-waited bandwidth availability, be it either Fleet (77 or 55 or 33), ISDN on Satcom B, or even broadband bandwidth at affordable prices. 

The promise of new, modern (and therefore more reliable) equipment and sufficient bandwidth to get a descent connection to your floating asset heartened the minds of ICT managers and staffs. 

The first trial installations so far did not prove disappointing, minus some “expected” glitches here and there overall the new technology seems to be working as promised. Yet a new category of problems now haunts the minds of the shipping ICT professionals:

Fine, now the bandwidth is available, but are the applications ready to take advantage of it? When will they be upgraded too? And at what cost?
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Shipboard internet

Security and more security: The problem of unauthorized programs and games installation on vessel PCs was severe enough even without live Internet connections.

ICT staff are extremely uneasy about the prospect of crews getting uninhibited access to today’s internet. Controls must be in place. 

The first installation experiences are not very heartening: ISPs do promise firewalls and control measures, but so far they are very difficult to implement and fine-tune correctly. As a result ICT staff still feel very nervous about the security of onboard computers.

And, of course, crew training again and again. Now with more bandwidth, more communications abilities, upgraded programs, and very high security worries, the problem of proper crew training becomes even more urgent.

Nevertheless technology moves on, as it has always been, and ICT managers know that they must “adapt or die”. Therefore they will adapt, there is no escape. But they will choose those suppliers who will make that adaptation faster and easier.

SUBHEAD

AMMITEC

The newly formed Association of Maritime Managers of Information Technology and Communications (AMMITEC) will held its first AGM on the 17th of September in Athens. 

An officially elected Board, with myself as president, now replaces the informal decision-making that had taken place amongst the founders, while the Association was still in the incorporation process.

AMMITEC brings together the ICT decision-makers of the shipping companies. It is a forum for the exchange of their ideas and opinions, exchange of experiences and working practices, and a vehicle for the promotion of the collective opinions of shipping ICT professionals at international policy-making bodies. 

Primarily AMMITEC aims to promote the most efficient use of modern ICT within shipping companies through educational and promotional seminars and other events, and to elevate the role of ICT in the maritime industry. 

Secondarily AMMITEC is a very useful forum for all ICT professionals who work in the maritime niche, with their own special requirements, to get together physically and online (at www.ammitec.org) and to assist each other to solve their daily problems.

The Association has been incorporated in Piraeus where the largest number of shipping ICT professionals are based. However it welcomes as members professionals from every country. 

So far about 70 ICT managers of major shipping companies are full members of AMMITEC, the majority from Greek and Cypriot shipping companies, but many from other countries too. Collectively they represent about 2,000 vessels.

Apart from the full members (who can only be ICT managers of shipping companies), AMMITEC welcomes in its ranks any maritime ICT professionals from any company related to that sector, as Associate members. 

Associate members are kept informed about all AMMITEC activities and can participate in the AMMITEC events. 

So far professionals from almost all the maritime ICT suppliers based in Athens and Piraeus have become AMMITEC Associate members. At the moment registration is free (although that may change in the future) and can take place instantly on the AMMITEC web site.

AMMITEC has been in informal existence for about one year and already has had a very rich array of activities that have benefited both the shipping companies and the ICT suppliers. It has organized a plentitude of seminars and has participated en-masse in conferences and other events organized by various suppliers.

For example a seminal event was organized in December 2002 at an Athens hotel, on Fleet 77. At short notice about 160 shipping professionals (about 40 of them ICT managers) gathered for a single afternoon to listen to about 15 suppliers covering the full array of Fleet 77 offerings: hardware and software suppliers, airtime providers, services providers, and of course Inmarsat themselves, all came down to Athens to educate the shipping companies about the (then) new technology.

And the cost? The cost of hosting AMMITEC events is shared amongst the suppliers who make the presentations. For example each of those 15 suppliers of the December event paid the grand total of 165 Euros each for the right to address 160 shipping professionals for 15 minutes.

As one of the services integrators who made presentations during that day said a couple of months later, “before that event we had about 10 enquiries for Fleet 77 for the whole of the year 2002 and no firm sale. Immediately after the event we were having about 10 enquiries per week and we sold already a good number of systems.”

In another example AMMITEC participated en-masse to a Digital Ship conference this past May in Athens, where about 10 ICT managers delivered presentations on their experiences and daily problems, whereas another 30 of their colleagues from the floor expressed their own wishes during a lively discussion, for everyone to listen. 

And indeed almost all the major ICT suppliers were present there and they were listening and responding.

For the coming year AMMITEC plans to expand gradually to the other major shipping centers by organizing events similar to the above. 

