BP revises shipping routes
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Caption – working out a route from Louisiana Offshore Oil Port (LOOP) to Singapore using the A to B via C software 

BP has launched a new edition of its shipping routes tool, marketed by a company called A to B via C, which advises the exact distance between two ports, taking into account changes in routing plans, environmental recommendations and other factors. 

The ambition is to provide the highest possible routing and distance information for the maritime industry, so shipping companies can see which are the best routes to take and how long they are, calculating how much fuel they will need, how many days it will take, how much fuel they will need and how much it will cost. 

The commercial exploitation of the routes is handled by a company called A to B via C, although the copyright to them is retained by BP. 

All of the possible routes have been re-measured by nine former BP master mariners, who know exactly which routes ships take in different areas of the world.

BP’s distance tables were first issued in 1958, by a team of 20 master mariners, with a major revision in 1976 and another update in 1991. 

The new calculations have changed some routes slightly; for example the distance from Copenhagen to Chiba has increased from 11742 km to 11885 km. Some of the changes are due to inaccuracies in the first measurements, or new route separation schemes. 

The measurements can go from specific berths in a port, not just the port area.

Currently the system has 1000 ports in the database, and can work out distances between all of them. There will be 2000 by the end of the year, and calculations will continue as customers ask for them. By subscribing to the “update” service, users receive all the new data as it comes out.
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The software

The routing data is manipulated using a Windows tool which A to B via C produces (see screenshots). The user types in the start and finish port, any special requirements (environmental sensitivities, draft restriction, areas the ship cannot go such as the Panama Canal) and the software shows the best route and calculates the distance.

You can input estimations for delays you may experience, for example a 12 hour wait at the Suez Canal. 

The software also has a marine atlas, which provides information about the port, for example where the nearest medical facilities are. 

The full version costs GBP 999 (launch price GBP 699) per seat, updates GBP 500 a year (launch price GBP 350).

There is a “standard” version, aimed at being seafarer proof, for GBP 499 (launch price GBP 399) with updates for GBP 249 a year (launch price GBP 199). 

Volume discounts of 10 to 35 per cent are available. The software will be distributed through the UKHO distribution network. 

BP does not intend to release the actual routing data, so it could be incorporated into other software packages; however it is possible to export the route information as an Excel spreadsheet, in a format which other software (for example electronic chart systems) could understand. 
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Environmental issues

A major new feature of the tables is the ability to make route calculations avoiding environmentally sensitive areas such as the Minches (Scotland), Taiwan Banks and the Old Bahamas Channel.

Ships owned or chartered by BP are not allowed to use any of these routes.

It can automatically take into account recommended routes set by the IMO, eg around Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, and through Indonesia. 

The system will automatically flag up areas you might want to think about avoiding, according to the advice of the master mariners which programmed it – for example, close to the Bahamas coral reefs. 

Users of the software can of course choose whichever route they like, but the system can be easily set up with a company policy to automatically avoid certain routes, or even to use the same routing policy as BP.

It is possible that the tool could make it easier for ships to avoid environmentally sensitive areas. For example a charterer and broker in negotiation could agree that they will not use any environmentally sensitive routes, as shown in the software, or they could agree to use the same environmental policy as BP. 
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Future developments

The system is likely to be developed in the near future to work in three dimensions. 

The user can input the height of the highest part of the mast and the depth of the bottom of the keel; the system can make sure the ship can get under bridges and avoids water which is too shallow.

There are also plans to incorporate tidal data. 
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BP shipping

Speaking at the launch, Bob Malone, chief executive of BP Shipping, said that BP Shipping celebrates its 90th anniversary in May 2005, as the longest sustained business unit in BP.

“The tanker industry in the last 10 years has done a good job on improving performance,” he says. “But there’s a lot more that needs to be done.”

“The industry is only as strong as its weakest link – and the industry cannot afford another Erika or Prestige.”

“All shipowners have a role to play in continuing to raise the bar for standards in all of our ships.”

“We need to continue to gain back the public’s trust in the job we do, which is critical to maintain commerce.”

BP took a decision in 2001 to try to reduce its exposure to 3rd party shipping companies, he said – and since then has taken delivery of 27 new vessels, with a further 45 on order.

“We will go from 21 ships to over 90 by the end of 2006, all double hull,” he says.

“We will still charter in a number of ships. We only accept 50 per cent of the ships available to us in the market.”

“We’ve got a very strong commitment to developing our staff and to our cadet program.”
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Worldscale

The routes are already being used to calculate freight rates by Worldscale, which publishes rates for 500,000 voyages, including port cots, bunker prices and distances between ports.

“Worldscale has always used the BP distance tables,” says Iain Shaw, chairman of Worldscale. 
“We value the improved accuracy provided by the new tables.”
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Bob Moss

Bob Moss, marketing director of the UK Hydrographic Office, said that the UKHO is currently going through 3 major and difficult changes – changes in how ships navigate (paper to electronic), changes in the government backing, and changes in how the information is communicated to ships. 

“We are committed to things that help our customers, including people that value the marine environment,” he said.

“We are focused on producing data that meets the highest standards in the way it is assessed and converted into useful information.”

“We need delivery systems that are working.”

“We are committed to using our power and influence to build a digital supply chain that works as well as our paper one.”

“We will do this through engagement with the private sector.”

