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Managing satcoms
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Sensible management can help shipping companies gain much more value out of their satcoms expenditure, as Steve Harding explains

BODY

On occasions I can be rather dismissive of my old vocation, a ship’s radio officer. 

Don’t get me wrong.  I remain intensely proud to have been a ship’s radio officer.  It’s simply the case that, as a technology solution for marine communications, I outstayed my welcome by at least twenty years.      

Operating in a technical straitjacket did bring some benefit.  With severely limited bandwidth and each word transmitted costing upwards of two dollars, effective communications management was paramount.  

Radio officers developed their own shorthand, where do you think this ‘new’ SMS language comes from? - and ship owners were forever searching for new ways to reduce data throughput.  

One example is recounted on a website examining the history of BT’s Portishead radio station:

“Some companies tried to save money on telegrams by condensing their words into groups of 10 letters or less. One incident involved a company who once started a telegram with the words ‘shipisold andneeds toproceed toportfor repairs etc “(Source: www.gka.btinternet.co.uk)
There is certain logic here.  With the charge band set at 10 characters, using words with anything less was a resource paid for but not used.  Eliminate the spaces between words and the economies appear manifest.  The ultimate, managed communications regime!

Not quite.  As the website adds:

“Unfortunately the Radio Officer on the vessel concerned took the first word as meaning ship is sold, resulting in numerous telegrams back and forth until the situation was clarified.” 

Meddling with the author’s draft proved to be counter-productive, the meaning of the message being lost.  Which is what you might expect, and why English teachers normally penalise poor sentence structure far more severely than misspelling.  

Move the clock forward and we find the management philosophy of some involved in shipping has barely changed.  Notwithstanding the bandwidth provided by INMARSAT, and far lower costs in real terms, a respected ship management company recently outlined the success of its policy to convert all messages to/from ships into rich text format thereby avoiding paying for all that file formatting rubbish Bill Gates’ includes in Word or Excel files.  

While I’m no fan of Microsoft’s largesse in software design, that rubbish, which includes picture files, is there for a purpose. 

Amongst other things it gives the author greater freedom to express or otherwise convey intelligence in a way that is simply not possible in plain text; a picture tells a thousand words.  

SUBHEAD

Scientific management

This is not to suggest the policy was fundamentally flawed.  Obviously efficiencies must be found and, in most cases, the risk of misinterpretation is low.  However, the management applied is not scientific; they can do better.    

The godfathers of scientific management were two North American engineers, Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford.  Taylor provided the organizational principles for increased managerial control over the production process; Ford the technology, the mechanized assembly line.  The rest is history.

The first principle of Taylor’s approach to management involves the systematic analysis of the process of production.  

To fully and holistically understand the procedures involved, disaggregating to identify those tasks that are critical and require attention to detail; greater investment, and those that are not; where economies can be made.  In this way, work tasks can also be simplified, standardized and, of course, de-skilled

The second principle concerns the re-integration of the production process: to be co-ordinated and controlled by management.  This principle of task control requires managers plan and direct the whole organization of production, certainly not become obsessed with one aspect of procedure to the exclusion of others.

Finally, the third principle of scientific management is the development of an efficient cost-accounting system based on systematic time and motion analysis providing the information necessary for managers to monitor the effectiveness of what is being produced.

Fordist production, as this concept is colloquially known, is not without flaws; life on a production line was, and is a grim affair.  However, most if not all-successful organisations continue to apply its principles.  One example is the low-cost airlines becoming such a dominant force in international aviation.

I recently had the opportunity to visit Barcelona using a well-known airline based in Ireland.  Total cost: £1 for the return flight plus £12 for the coach to the city waiting outside the airport; and the dreaded tax but that’s beyond the airline’s control.  

How can one airline charge £1 and make money when another well-known airline based here in Britain demands upwards of £500 for the same flight, guarantees no transport on arrival and still manages to lose money hand over fist?    

To simplify, one applies scientific management the other does not.  Our Irish colleagues have effectively blended technology and organization to enhance production, critically understanding this is moving individuals from the centre of London to the centre of Barcelona NOT from one airport lounge to another, and have applied task analysis to identify what is important in this process; time-keeping, cleanliness, maintaining a motivated and diverse workforce, and what is not; club class, free food, employing clones rejected by ‘Blind Date’ auditions.

It also helps to have a recognisable senior management able to give the impression of commitment to the whole organization, not treating any customer or employee as somehow more important than another; it’s largely a chimera, of course, but absolutely essential as the likes of Richard Branson would attest. 

Last, but not least, the low-cost airline applies common procedures wherever possible to standardise and simplify; and is not afraid to retain paper-based structures where it is more efficient to do so.  This might include the use of identical macros on workstations to minimize overhead while ensuring efficient harvesting of the management information necessary to operate a knowledge based expert system able to identify sufficient slack on Tuesday’s flights to Barcelona to sell seats through a website at a £1 each.  After all, better some revenue – and good will – than none at all.

All of the above can readily be applied in marine communications.  
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Person to person comms

As I’ve argued before in these articles, the production process is the exchange of information between the local management team, the ship’s master, and support systems on shore.  It is NOT the movement of data from one INMARSAT terminal to another.  

In effect a policy that routinely joins words on telegrams, or destroys file formatting simply to minimize INMARSAT charges is akin to an airline that requires passengers fly naked to save a few cents on fuel.  Few would wish to fly in this fashion; although it could be interesting!, and nor should marine communications be treated in this way

But adopt a holistic approach, and apply a degree of task analysis to the process and it becomes obvious where there is enormous scope for efficiency through standardization and simplification.  
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Coded maritime messages

Not that there is anything new here. 

My former employers appreciated much of the information it exchanged with ships was already in a common format, or could readily be disaggregated and reduced to one.  

For example, the message DFGHIDGHIJ SIN would have cost two words via Portishead radio.  To anyone involved in handling the message, or attempting to intercept it appears to be gobbledegook.  No problem for the Radio Officer readily able to translate this into, perhaps:

Ship is old (DFGHI) proceed to Singapore (SIN) for repairs (DGHIJ) 

In short, because everyone in the organisation used the same codes, the full meaning of the information is retained at a communications cost far less than just removing the spaces between words.  

(I should add the system was not that popular due to the manual overheads involved in converting from plain text to code and back again except where the message had to remain confidential.)  

SUBHEAD

Economic communications today

This is equally true of more modern systems.  

I previously suggested the inclusion of illustrations in documents greatly enhances understanding.  It does.  Unfortunately a typical JPEG file is upwards of 100 kb in size.  

However, each item of Microsoft clipart has a unique identify.  Use clipart in a document, and, rather than send it, just tell the reader which one, and some other key data such as its location and size.   Indeed, exactly the same procedure could be applied for any aspect of Microsoft’s formatting providing all addressing (DLL) codes on workstations are harmonised.  

This is not rocket science and I’m sure it is already being applied at sea.  It is. 

And just to illustrate the potential savings that can be made, according to advice received from one company involved, MarITCo, by using common structures and macros in its Electronic Log Book; a technology based on Excel, and working with owners to develop system design through task analysis, all essential management data recorded on a ship during a twenty-four hour period; Taylor’s third principle, may be transmitted to shore in a packet not normally exceeding 20 kb in size.  

Based on presentations to Digital Ship Conferences, Teekay shipping, amongst many others I suspect adopt a similar approach.

The scientific management of marine communications and the technology required to make it work is not cheap particularly when compared to ‘quick-fix’ solutions; the initial investment in Ford’s production line, and Taylor’s consultancy fee was far greater than continuing to build cars in backyards.  Nonetheless, experience suggests few organisations are ultimately successful unless and until it is applied.  

And the cushion?  Well if I have one criticism of low-cost airlines, and where they may have made one cut too far, the very latest aircraft coming into service are provided with fixed, plastic seats little different to those installed on a London bus.  Dead easy to clean and maintain, further reducing overheads and ticket prices, but sheer hell on the posterior.   Still, what do you expect for 50 pence, ship-to-shore communications for the day?

