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Norwegian cruise ferry company Color Line is probably the first shipping company to use shipboard software which is hosted on shore

BODY

Norwegian cruise ferry company Color Line has its shipboard software and databases hosted on shore, probably the first shipping company to do so.

Having shipboard software and databases hosted on shore has been a holy grail for shipping company IT managers for years, due to the enormous complexities involved in supporting software which is supported on the ship and synchronising several different databases. The problem is the high costs of the ship-shore data communication. 

Color Line does have VSAT communications on its vessels, which are also used for customer internet cafes and credit card transactions, so the satcoms are under control. But it is an example of how software could work in the future, as satcoms costs fall, shipping companies use more flexible solutions like Inmarsat Fleet MPDS, and work out how to make software which uses an always on connection but doesn’t send so much data. 

SUBHEAD

Star software

The vessels are running the Integrated Purchasing System (IPS) by Star Information Systems, which is used on 9 vessels. 

The software handles nearly all of the administrative functions on board, including work planning, inventory, purchasing, technical and economic reports, safety procedures, event and insurance.

The data is directly accessible by both the shore and the office staff. 

The first task was to harmonise and upgrade all data standards on the vessels, covering financials, technicals, quality and safety data, so the data could all be stored on the same database. 

The first vessel to be converted was M/S Peter Wessel, and the second - M/S Kronprins Harald on the Oslo-Kiel run has recently been completed. The last vessel will be the new building from Kværner Masa-Yards Inc in Finland, - to be delivered at the end of 2004. 

M/S Kronprins has only 18 technical staff altogether, with 9 of them using the system on a daily basis. 

The master concentrates on the safety procedures with all the reports to the flag state and fleet management. The first officer is responsible for the maintenance on deck with all life-saving appliances.

The first engineer is responsible for the daily scheduling of the maintenance and the second engineer for the inventory control and purchase. 

Chief Engineer Håkon Bull, being interviewed by Star Information Systems, said he was happy to change the old fashion system to a friendlier user interface. 

“In spite of the long distance communication from Kiel to Oslo via satellite they don’t notice to much the delay in the operation,” says Star. “They feel safer when all the data is available from the shore database if something happens.” 

The system is faster when the ship is in harbour in Oslo and using shore conection direct to the server in the office, the company notes, typically by plugging a telephone line directly into the vessel. 

For VSAT communications, Star uses an open line with a capacity of 192 Kbytes together with all other systems in Color Line.

The user interace is designed to be similar to the Microsoft Office interface which many seafarers are already familiar with. 

Star claims that ship staff only required 3 days training to learn how to use the system, with the training actually provided by a Color Line shore office staff member, not Star personnel. 

