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We’re OCIMF level 4, says Fleet 
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Fleet Management of Hong Kong is the first shipping company to publicly state how it scores itself on OCIMF’s self assessment best practise indices – level four on nearly all of them
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The shipmaster keeps track of maintenance tasks using the PARIS shipoboard system
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The shipmaster notifies the shore office when the maintenance tasks are completed
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Detailed information about the ship, including surveys due within 30 days, is available on both ship and shore
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Fleet Management $3m system
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Fleet Management of Hong Kong, a manager of around 100 vessels, has developed its own IT system for $3m, including a shipboard system to manage maintenance and purchasing, and full transparency to the shipowner

BODY

Fleet Management of Hong Kong, which operates around 100 vessels, including around 30 tankers, has developed its own shipboard computer system, dubbed PARIS (Planning and Reporting Infrastructure – Ship). 

The system is already running on 35 ships and is gradually being rolled out to the entire fleet. 

PARIS provides shipmasters onboard with a wide range of information about their ship, the same information which is available to office staff over the company intranet. 

The shipboard system enables masters to maintain the planned maintenance system, crew details, crew pay roll, inspection reporting, incidents onboard log, reports and surveys onboard. 

Each ship has a small computer running LINUX operating system and the work stations plug in using a windows based web browser as the interface.

The main feature of the shipboard system is the events calendar (see illustration), where the master can see a calendar of the forthcoming weeks showing clearly by an icon system when maintenance tasks and other important events are due by specific dates.

The events calendar is the default page which the master sees when logging on.

They can click on a date to see the tasks in detail; the captain or chief engineer can print out the list of tasks onboard and hand it to whoever has to do them, updating the computer when the tasks are completed. 

The master updates the system when a job has been completed, enabling fleet superintendents to keep track of all outstanding maintenance items for the entire fleet. 

The calendar has notifications of when 96-hour notice to US Coastguard has to be made, and when vetting and class inspections are scheduled for. 

There is a colour code system, with surveys or tasks becoming due in 30 days coloured yellow, and tasks due in 60 days coloured green. Anything overdue is highlighted in red. 

There is another tool on the shipboard computer for captains to fill out technical reports(Noon report, voyage reports etc); they can also review the crew wages, and whether wages are being paid directly into the seafarer’s bank account or paid in cash. 

There is an electronic purchasing system; the masters fill out what they need, and HTML forms are automatically sent to suppliers for them to type in their quotes. If suppliers send their quotes by fax, they are typed in by Fleet Management staff in India. 

The ship and shore databases are replicated by e-mail attachments sent regularly between ship and shore. Revisions to manuals and new circulars are sent out by CD to the ship regularly – as these are large documents. 

About half the fleet uses Inmarsat –B for communication, with the remainder using mini –M, Fleet 77 and Iridium. The e-mail platform is Xantic AMOS. 
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Company system

The shipboard system integrates with Fleet’s corporate IT system, which it has built with 3 staff, and a total expenditure to date of around $1m. 

The aim was to produce something affordable, simple to use and reliable.

Staff in the head office can monitor how well they are doing, checking overdue maintenance tasks and non-conformity reports for the entire fleet.

They can check the number of accidents, non conformities or other performance data recorded over different periods of time, to monitor whether or not the company is improving. 

All e-mails sent between ship and shore are filed automatically, and can be accessed at any time by anyone authorised to see messages about that specific ship, both from the ship and the shore. No documents are lost.

The system has different access levels for people in the company and records who made every single change.

Shipowners have access to areas of the system too. They can see the crew list for their vessels at the present time or any historical day; they can see the current ship position and where the ship was for any day in the past. They can see photographs of the seafarers and photographs of the ships.

Shipowners can access details of all financial transactions made about the ship, including the possibility for shipowners to see scanned documents of all purchases made on the ship’s behalf.

There is a sophisticated emergency response system, which immediately puts up all the details of people the company might need to contact after an accident, such as P+I club, class, assistance with the media.

“I’m at home and I get a call – I can download all the contact details of everyone I need to talk to,” says Captain Karandikar, general manager of the quality and safety department of Fleet.

There are security systems built into the system based around people’s IP addresses; this can ensure for example that purchase orders can only be completed from a computer in Fleet Management’s Hong Kong headquarters, because a purchase will only be accepted from a user with that IP address.

This can easily be changed, for example to allow superintendents to make purchase orders from their houses.

Seafarers can submit applications for employment online, which can then be evaluated. 

Shipping companies can even request quotes from Fleet online, although the company acknowledges that this feature is rarely used.

Fleet is very proud of the fact that it made its systems easy to use. 

“We didn’t have a user manual for this,” says Captain Karandikar. “It’s like browsing on the internet.”

“I was able to confidentially stand up and say we have the best system in the industry.” 
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Manning and training

Fleet Management employs over 3,000 Indian seafarers. 70 per cent of its crew come from India and 30 per cent from the Philippines and China. 

It operates its own seafarer training centre in Bombay, opened in December 2003 by the India shipping minister. 

The centre has simulators made by ARI of India. 

The company’s training focuses on the chief engineer and master. “We focus on these 2 people,” says Captain Karandikar. “The rest of the staff we call support staff. They are the future chief engineers and masters.

The biggest nightmare facing shipmanagers today, says managing director Kishore Rajvanshy, is of a pollution accident, or a problem similar to the one other major shipping companies have faced with seafarers being arrested in the US following problems with improperly filled oil record books. 

Mr Rajvanshy says that the most important thing is that the shipping company can demonstrate due diligence, he says, taking care to make sure the risk of accidents is minimised. 

It is not enough just to send instructions to seafarers about what they should and should not do, he says. The superintendents should check that the instructions are being followed during their ship visits and all the equipment is working properly. 

An audit trail should be kept of all of this, he says. “You should have the evidence of the instructions given, what the superintendents did.”

“Accidents do take place – but the chance of accidents are much diminished if you have quality systems in place” he says. 

“In the Milford Haven Sea Empress case, the shipmanagers were commended because they had very good safety systems,” he said. 

Fleet Management aims to build up healthy and trusting relationships with its shipowners, and to be as transparent to them as possible, able at any time to show them any documentation they would like to see.

On the manning side, Fleet Management says that the lowest manning it has on any ship is 18 to 22 staff, whilst the minimum manning requirements for ships can be for as little as 12 people. 

“We have far in excess of minimum manning,” says Mr Rajvanshy. 

“We believe in onboard maintenance. We have to have extra people onboard. All owners want a certain amount of work to be done on the ship.”

“The [statutory] minimum manning level is to get the ship from A to B safely.”

Like every other shipmanager, the biggest challenge the company faces is finding and retraining good crew. The company can provide short-term training, with its own courses, but it cannot provide seafarers with their basic education and license. 

“It’s a challenge to keep them,” says Mr Rajvanshy. “You can increase the salary a little bit more – but you’ve got to be competitive.”
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Crew newsletters

In the April June 2004 newsletter has a welcome message from Kishore Rajvanshy, saying he hopes that crews have a more relaxed and peaceful state of mind as the weather improves with summer.

With smooth seas seafarers should have opportunity to catch up on deck maintenance, he writes. Serious problems onboard can be best avoided by taking timely action when small problems are spotted. 

“Due to constantly increasing workload on ship’s staff caused by never ending stream of new regulations and endless vetting inspections it is felt that normal day to day care and basic seamanship practises get neglected sometimes,” he writes. 

“It is at these instances that damage to cargo and vessel occur which is normally totally avoidable.”

The newsletter also warns that 30 per cent of all incidents are injuries to personnel, of which 65 per cent of incidents occurred to hand, feet, fingers and toes, with a large number of injuries occurring when the seafarers were off duty. 

“Remember safety is a journey, not a destination,” the newsletter advises.
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OCIMF

Fleet states that it considers itself to reach level four on around 85 per cent of the indices set by the Oil Companies International Marine Forum (OCIMF) “best practise guide for ship operators – tanker management and self-assessment.”

“Fleet sees no problem in complying with the OCIMF guidelines,” says Captain A M Karandikar. “You could say we comply.”

A level four tanker operator, according to Paul Markides, director of OCIMF, is “the best you can be.”

Charterers seeking to charter level 4 ships are likely to have to pay a premium for it, since the standards are very high only a small proportion of the tanker fleet will reach them.

Operators of level 4 ships will also find their ships far more marketable in the event that the charterer has a choice of ships.

The self-assessment scheme, where shipping companies tell charterers and potential charterers whether they meet certain management criteria, is designed to work together with OCIMF’s vetting scheme.

There are limits to how much an OCIMF vetting inspector can find out during one visit; they can check the documentation is in place and everything looks orderly, but it is hard for them to see how well maintained the vessel is and how well trained the crew are, factors which are far more important in determining vessel safety. 

Shipping companies can of course lie to OCIMF about where they fit in on the best practise scale, but are likely to get found out sooner or later, and the charterers could easily visit their offices and ask for evidence of all the things they said they do if suspicious. 

Captain Karandikar defines the self-assessment scheme as a “leading indicator”, compared to the vetting and port state control as being “trailing indicators.”

“If you fill in your assessment and say you’re level 4, but if you have lots of detentions or deficiencies during inspections, obviously this is not quite right,” he says.

Capt. Karandikar says that level 1 of the OCIMF indicators is really just ISM compliance (mandatory compliance). 

Fleet easily satisfies two of the possibly most demanding requirements of the best practise guide, that senior management make regular visits to ships and officers are given time in office jobs to help them prepare for when they leave the sea.

“We have a policy of four visits by superintendents each year,” he says. “Any defects on the vessels are identified by the superintendents and requisite corrective action is taken.”

The company’s training institute has been certified by DNV SeaSkills, and has state of the art Full Mission Bridge and Engine Simulators which are used for crew training.

“The whole concept of this is – they are not asking you to do something unreasonable,” says Captain Karandikar. “It allows us to prove that we are better than the others.”

“I don’t think that fleet size is important. Its more a question of management philosophy.”

The art of ship management, Captain Karandikar says, is about keeping your customers happy. “Its not rocket science, its just hard work,” he says. 
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About Fleet Management

In a recent Drewry Technical Services report, Fleet Management was rated the 6th largest ship manager in the world by tonnage under technical management, after V.Ships, Wallem, Anglo Eastern, Barber and Columbia.

The company has over 100 vessels, managed out of Hong Kong. 

Fleet Management took on its first tanker in October 1999 and has since seen big growth in the tankers it manages, including contracts to manage ships on time charter to Iver Ships and Stolt. 

The total fleet is 25 to 30 per cent tankers, 45 per cent bulk carriers, remaining vessels are container, reefers, ethylene carriers and ro-ro vessels. Most of the tankers are 4 years old and less.

It has a technical office and support office in Mumbai, India.

Since starting, the company says, not a single ship has been taken away from management. “We have grown by one ship at a time,” says managing director Kishore Rajvanshy.

It has also done conversion work, with a recent project converting an aframax tanker into an FSO (Floating, Storage and Offloading facility). 

The company does condition survey work and work for insurance companies. It performs newbuilding supervision for bulk ships and chemical tankers. It also produces its own maritime safety training videos. 

The company is part of Hong Kong trading house Noble Group; it was originally founded in 1994 when Noble Group was considering purchasing ships of its own and wanted someone to run them. 

Future expansion ideas are that the company would like to handle technical management of LNG tankers. 

It is already starting to train staff to work on LNG tankers but does not have any under its management at this time. However with 130 LNG tankers on order around the world it is hoping to pick up a few contracts. 

The company has recently set up an office in Singapore to handle full technical operation of ships. 

“We have provided a quality service to tanker operators,” says Mr Rajvanshy. “We have good relationships with oil majors.”

“We have provided a quality service at an economical cost,” he says. 

“We have voluntarily set high standards for ourselves.”

