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Shipbroking software
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Strategic makes a come back – Danaos makes an entrant – shipbroking dot coms are over. Where are we now with software and web tools for shipbrokers? 

BODY

Shipbroking software house Strategic Dataworks announced in September this year that its financial position changed from losing one million pounds from Feb 2001 to Feb 2002, to making half a million pounds profit, before interest payment and taxes, from Feb 2002 to Feb 2003.

"We've had a tough 12-18 months, but we’ve made progress on all the

fronts," says CEO Tony Odegbaro.

"2002 was a difficult year for us," he said. "The difficulties stemmed from the investment and R+D effort we put into internet based

products." he said. "We wasted quite a lot of money and effort."

"From the first of November last year, we decided to terminate all

investment in the internet arena," he said. "We wanted to reinvest in

our core products which are the source of our revenue."

The company has also changed its name from Strategic Software to

Strategic Dataworks Ltd.

Strategic Software acquired rival shipbroking software company

Dataworks in May 2001, with plans to eventually move all customers

onto the same computer platform.

Changing customers to a single computer system proved difficult,

which led to Strategic making the decision to maintain both the

Strategic and Dataworks products suites, renaming the company

Strategic Dataworks.

Core products for both systems have recently undergone major

redevelopment and Strategic Dataworks have now launched new message

handling applications; Message Store PLUS and MM3. 

It has formed customer advisory boards for both product suites, so

that customers can communicate regularly with Strategic about problems and suggestions for improvement.

SUBHEAD

Customer service

Several customers had strongly criticised Strategic for focussing too

much on selling products and not on providing the associated support, suggesting this may be a contributing factor to the company’s financial difficulties; this is something Strategic is very keen to rectify.

"11 months ago, if I said the word support, all of you would hit me

and say what support, says Costas Kavadias, customer support manager. "Now support is our philosophy."

"What we're doing is offering users a one stop IT service,

anything you need we'll help you." says Strategic’s Simon Garwood.

Strategic Dataworks is offering full IT management services to its

UK clients, all obtainable from a single telephone number. There is

also an online help system, so Strategic Dataworks can fix simple

problems by logging directly onto the customers computer without

visiting their site.

"We'll come to your site, do full hardware and software audits,

make sure it's all configured correctly," says Mr Garwood.

"The biggest department in our company is the support department. We're there to try to take the headache away from you."

For the first month (September 2003), Strategic Dataworks is offering

50 percent discount on this support package.

The company is also looking at forming sales alliances with other

software companies; a recent one was formed with ISM Consult, which

produces to help shipping companies manage their ISM and ISPS code

documentation.
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Brokers need software and web tools

3 years ago we had LevelSeas, ShipDesk, the Baltic Exchange and Strategic Software battling it out, now LevelSeas and ShipDesk have disappeared without trace, the Baltic has decided to move away from software and online tools and Strategic is just emerging from financial difficulties. 

But shipbrokers’ demand for reliable and fast software tools, for communication, data management and calculation, is getting ever higher. 

If a charterer sends a message saying he wants a ship, then the broker who responds to the message first gets a real advantage. 

This is why its important that messages are reliable, and messages from principals can immediately be seen by several brokers in the same company, wherever they are. 

There are other shipbroker software demands apart from messaging.

Brokers need tools to manage where all the ships are (position book), tools to work out what profit margin a shipping company will make on a specific fixture, taking into account the daily costs, the mileage and the fuel consumption (voyage analyser), the tool to make up the charterparty contract between parties involved (charterparty editor) and a tool to make invoices which shipowners can give to the charterer (freight invoice). 

Then shipbrokers need people to run their computer networks, make sure computers are protected against viruses and running properly. 

SUBHEAD

A range of suppliers

Shipbrokers, if they haven’t done so already, will soon be planning to use a range of different suppliers for their IT.

This means that the role of IT service providers is increasingly to find new applications for specific tasks, which work well together with the systems which the shipping companies already have. 

Also, shipbrokers are finding that they can get better value from solutions based on mass-market software systems,, such as Microsoft and Oracle, with tweaks so that they can perform broker specific tasks, rather than using software written ground up for brokers.

Increasingly, software built on proprietary databases doesn’t have a market any more. 

SUBHEAD

LevelSeas

Part of the problems with LevelSeas were due to a perceived, or maybe genuine, intent on the part of LevelSeas, for taking away broker’s jobs. 

There is no more powerful force than the self-preservation of middle aged men 10 years off retirement age who want to carry on earning their salaries in the same way, and LevelSeas aroused this force. The fact that LevelSeas could have brought value to large swathes of the industry was no match against it.

If LevelSeas had a fault, it was believing that as effectively a software company, it can change shipbrokers’ roles, or it was being perceived by brokers as something that was trying to change their roles. 

The charterers behind LevelSeas could well have decided that they wanted to deal with principals and not deal with shipbrokers, and put the brokers out of business, but they didn’t and continue to deal with brokers till this day, indicating that the broker clearly has a value proposition. 

Of course the task of fixing a ship is so much more than the task of matching together buyer and seller, in the same way that buying a house is so much more than spotting a house you like on the internet. The livelihood of brokers who genuinely add value to the transaction was never threatened. 

SUBHEAD

Putting the broker in charge

One thing which can be learnt from the dot com / LevelSeas episode is that when it comes to technology, the client is in charge, and technology companies can produce software the way the client wants it. 

So now the market has accepted that it wants brokers, if technology companies want their business, they need to provide exactly what the client wants the way the client wants it; which is fast, reliable, cheap computer applications. 

According to John Rolfs, one of the founders of Dataworks and now running shipbroker consultancy ChipCraft.net, the IT industry generally has been through a series of power transitions.

In the early IT days, the supplier of hardware and software (often IBM) controlled everything and the client had little choice. The next stage was for the software companies to be in charge; now finally, the client is in charge and demanding that software applications do exactly what the client wants, and that the supplier gets all the tricky things (eg making everything completely reliable and providing useful reports when it breaks)

SUBHEAD
Roles of brokers

The skills involved in fixing ships are very much human ones, rather than following database rules, which is why brokers can never be replaced. 

“People like to have a broker to vouch for the parties involved and smooth out the wrinkles,” says Mr Rolfs. 

“You want a reasonable guy in the middle. A shipbroker builds his reputation on being a reasonable chap- the ones who don’t can’t last long.”

“The brokers are also relied on for management expertise.”

SUBHEAD

Danaos 

Danaos is a relative newcomer to the international shipbroker software market, but its usage is on the rise. 

The software is used by many small and medium sized shipbrokers in Greece.

But now it is being marketed by OceanCalm, a company set up by ex-Strategic employees Gary Kaiser and Robert du Toit in North America, and also by Chipcraft.net in London. 

Danaos produces most of the tools shipbrokers need – messaging, voyage  analyser, freight accounting. 

The messaging software is geared around company to company communication – rather than individual to individual. So several individuals in a company can see the same mailbox, but the people who need to can act on them. 

It runs off an Oracle database, probably the fastest and most flexible database available, which readily connects to web services and other tools. 

Shipbrokers can read their messages over the internet when travelling or at home, and can configure messages from specific senders to be sent to their mobile phones as short messages. 

The company is the only shipbroking software company which is ISO9002 certified. It also has representation in 10 countries around the world. 
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Chipcraft

John Rolf’s Chipcraft originally set up in business in June this year. So far he says a few companies have told him that they will start using his services if they move office or use a new IT system.  

His aim, he says, is to act kind of like a “publisher” of shipbroking software – he will commission software to be written where he believes there is a market for it, and sell some of the software already written. 

Chipcraft is working closely with a company called Blue Diamond – three ex Strategic Software and Dataworks support personnel, who will provide support to shipbrokers. 

Most of the initial marketing will be geared around Danaos (Mr Rolfs originally presented himself to the market as a Danaos sales agent). But he will be selling other products, particularly add-on products, as the market demands. 
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Systems Consulting Ltd – new Strategic agent

Lawrence Royston, Lloyd Pritchard and Alex Felton, three ex Strategic and Dataworks employees, have taken a step of independence from Strategic by establishing a new business, Systems Consulting Ltd. 

As a business entity, Systems Consulting is independent from Strategic, but there are obvious close links, with the companies sharing an office and the main employees also being Strategic shareholders. 

Mr Royston defines Systems Consulting rather loosely as an “agent”, in the same way that car manufacturers use sales agent. The agent will look after customers, promote software, 

The company will be helping shipbrokers put together the complex jigsaw of a working IT system, advising how they can complement the software they already have with new tools. 

“we can sell whatever we want ,” says Mr Royston. “We have a lot of knowledge, a lot of friends out there. People respect that having been in the industry a long time and delivering software that's been well used and well around the block - 

people are happy to work with us.”

The company won’t actually provide technical support, although it can advise contractors who can; but it will do, or commission, software development. 

Alex Felton built the original Dataworks packages himself and is a formidable software building resource. 

SCL already has a number of clients passed on by Strategic, looking after customers, updating their software and installing upgrades. 
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Background

Strategic entered a restructuring phase around 12 months ago, with difficulties which followed its dot com investments. 

Strategic has been at something of a crossroads for 12 months; with financial problems due to poor investments made in the dot com era. Late last year the Baltic Exchange publicised its plans to buy Strategic, which it later pulled out of. The company brought in an executive to try to turn the business around, although there has not been any news from the company in the last year. 

In January 2001, Strategic purchased Dataworks, a shipbroking software company which was originally a spin-off business from Strategic Software, by a group of disgruntled Strategic employees, led by John Rolfs, Lawrence Royston and Alex Felton, who wanted to move the software onto a Windows platform. 

The acquisition was made as a means for Strategic to take its main competitor out of the market.  

Over the last year, there have been big moves being made. Gary Kaiser and Robert du Toit, previously senior sales and development staff for Strategic in North America. 

In June, John Rolfs completed his non-compete clause time, agreed during the negotiations for Strategic to purchase Dataworks, and decided to come back into the industry. 

