BARRY AND TIM – WEB SERVICES

MAIN HEAD

Web services – automated computer to computer communications over the internet – could be the next big development in shipping IT. Barry Parker explains what comes next 

PHOTOS I will get some later.. 

BODY

A number of maritime business are delivering all or parts of their service via the web, driven by the need to manage changing data, over a worldwide scope.  

Sometimes, the slightly cool and imprecise term “web services” is used to describe businesses where the web is an integral part of the process, connecting computers together.

According to Wallem’s chief information officer, Mr. Patrick Slesinger, “the maritime business is a long way from true web services, “ which he defines as “an environment where  programs automatically inter-operate at a very high level- based on a universal directory of web services (UDDI).” 

SUBHEAD

Investment in shipping IT

This mini-trend comes a year after prestigious info analysts Gartner Group (creators of the “hype cycle” concept) declared that the transportation sector would not be a big adaptor of web services, in spite of the obvious driving factors of globalization and fragmentation. 

The reason? According to the info gurus, the overall transportation sector was devoid of both money and Alpha users. 

The unprecedented freight markets have helped fund the web’s steady creep into business processes, albeit arriving at a destination short of full-blown web services.  

But, maybe, the info-gurus at Gartner, whose offices are in shipping-rich Stamford, Connecticut, have heard all the moaning and groaning over the ISPS Code - amidst champagne corks popping with each higher earnings report. 

In the future, the applications described in this article might comprise the building blocks of a true web services approach, contrasted with merely web delivery. 

We will let MECA and AMMITEC refute Gartner on the “A-user” issue, and will repeat our oft voiced assertion that maritime security is driving a wave of process innovation. 

SUBHEAD

Linking vessels to the network

One caveat about the maritime context is that questions abound about the feasibility of linking vessels into the overall web services picture. 

With the increasing VSAT penetration, both communications providers and vendors are considering whether vessels should be running full blown terrestrial applications (through super high speed pipes), or whether thin clients may do the trick. 

Important strides are being made on ship shore web connectivity, notably at DNV, where work continues on the Marinet project. 

One important stated objective is the use of web services “as the standard way to integrate loosely coupled applications in company internal maritime information systems,” and “open information architectures and web services as the standard way to interconnect applications belonging to different parties.”

However, in a presentation at Digital Ship’s recent Scandinavia conference, Mr. Bjorn Berger from DNV stressed that a robust onboard component must be in place as the industry gravitates towards a web model. 

DNV is agnostic between batch transmissions and real time updates over whatever ship/shore link works. 

DNV has built applications on the Microsoft “.net” protocol  (a common platform for integrating programs) and supports the use of  XML but recognizes that wide and efficient dissemination of industry specific protocols will be needed throughout the maritime business. 

During the summer of 2004, DNV begins testing on its ISO compliant Verit4net  (a computing platform already utilized internally within DNV, with shipowners Høegh and W. Wilhelmsen). 

SUBHEAD

Shipmanagement

In the ship management sector, where information technology is both a necessity and a competitive business weapon, Wallem has moved out to the front of the pack.

With an in-house IT group of 50 people, Wallem has now begun to market its products, in the areas of procurement, vessel inspections and vessel visualization (for training or for simulating an onboard process) beyond the large fleet under its management.  

Wallem stresses open architecture and an industry approach. 

Its procurement system, with a powerful shipboard component, is now in its fifth year online, and its Vessel Reporting Tool (VRT), branded as “Transpartentsea”, has been adapted by at least one major Flag State to consolidate findings of vessel inspections and surveys- typically presented in multiple media, all in one web based presentation. 

According to the Transparentsea website, “VRT …enables any digital media (photographs, videos, etc) to be overlaid on vessel plans, their location identified by means of ‘hotspots’. 

Prior to inspection, the inspectors can download digitized drawings and inspection records of the vessel <which can> guide the inspector on hotspots and areas of particular interest. 

The inspector can then enter data directly into the application, including photographs and upload the entire survey record direct into a central repository.”  

SUBHEAD

Horizon Services

Like Wallem, Horizon Lines, the U.S. flag container carrier that came out of the SeaLand organization, also has a proactive in house IT capability. 

Horizon Services, as the IT team is called, has recently added HazDec, a module for creating declarations regarding hazardous cargo directly from shipping documents, to a growing list of online applications available to Horizon Lines customers.

 Its NetCaptain suite includes electronic cargo booking applications, including an automatic booking capability, AutoBook, where customers can schedule their bookings in advance, as well as HazCaptain- which provided loading and compatibility information through the web. 

Over the past few years, Horizon Lines has moved to the “.net” platform (the same architecture touted by DNV) “in order to prepare Horizon for when customers are ready for system-to-system integration,” according to Horizon Services’ CEO Rick Kessler.

Though not mentioned in Transparentsea’s marketing kit, we can imagine an easy cross-over for a reporting product, focused on inspection and survey results, into maritime security applications. 

It is easy to envision a constantly updated Vessel Security Assessment (VSA), built on a digitized vessel plan linked to supporting materials mapped onto the image. 

Indeed, the HazDec solution, based on compliance concerns, could also be adapted for a security role as cargo declarations are fused along with manifest information into broader intelligence and security databases. 

Horizon Services is a process innovator  already tied in to US Customs and Border Protection’s Automated Manifest System (AMS). 

"This is the most powerful commercial system in the market," according to Duncan Wright, senior manager of Strategic Development at Horizon Services. 

During an April visit to Jacksonville, Fla, USA (a hub for Horizon’s Puerto Rico trade), accompanied by local politicians, Mr. Wright added, "It seems like this should have some kind of value for security." 

SUBHEAD

Security

If the IMO is to be taken at face value in asserting the integral nature of maritime security, then web applications and eventually web services should be central to maritime security.  

So far, the web has been used minimally, for example for transmitting and collecting security assessment information to support vessels (or facilities) that have been developing their initial security plans. 

But the intent of the ISPS code, with its changing MARSEC levels, is that threat assessments tied to Vessel Security Plans (VSPs) should be dynamic- adjusting as circumstances dictate, an application eminently suitable for web services. 

New Jersey (US) based HudsonTrident, one of the leading players in the burgeoning maritime security business, is now offering “ThreatLogix” an application that brings the assessments into the dynamic realm. 

HudsonTrident, which concentrates on the North American market, works in conjunction with UK partner Aegis Defense Services, who provide expert security analysts to put a human context around the data.    

ThreatLogix can be used to update the threat assessments at specific ports in response to fresh news events. 

A company spokesperson told The Digital Ship, “ThreatLogix does not interact with information systems of other shipping companies. ThreatLogix is an independent, stand-alone, on-line service. 

“Threat assessment reports are generated and provided to users on the ThreatLogix website link, provided by HudsonTrident.” 

ThreatLogix does indeed offer a shipboard dimension, according to Roger Klein, Gulf Coast Regional Manager at Hudson Marine Services, the parent of HudsonTrident. 

Mr. Klein indicated that “either company security officers, in the office, or   vessel security officers can update the vessel itineraries. 

All they need is access to the web.” He added that, “…importantly, the application is compatible with "*.Net"" and was built using .NET and SQL.  

“There is no software required for the client; the entire product securely runs through most popular web browsers via the internet and uses 128bit SSL encryption to transmit data.” 

Though he could not reveal specifics, Mr  Klein indicated that some of HudsonTrident’s clients have indeed been feeding their changing itineraries directly into the application from the ships over internet connections.

SUBHEAD

OCIMF

A potentially revolutionary web application comes from the stodgy Oil Company International Marine Forum (OCIMF), now launching the web based “Tanker Management and Self Assessment”- a tool that supports a benchmarking template for shipowners and operators. 

The instant disconnect here is that the users guide is not available online.  

Happily, the hardcover edition of the manual can be bought through booksellers Witherby’s website. 

The wires are also crossed in terms of the tanker market dynamic- the timing is way off-  introducing the tool during a very strong owners market, when owners have the upper hand, seems counterintuitive (in spite of the very positive public pronouncements from major owners). 

Nevertheless, the potential web dimension will enable benchmarking reports to be available to charterers online, much like the SIRE inspection reports already available from OCIMF. 

Heidmar’s Q88 site, where vessel questionnaires (managed over the web) are seamlessly integrated into shipowner websites and into owners’ commercial interactions with terminals, might provide inspiration for the OCIMF. 

Watch this space for reports of vessels in major tanker fleets providing updates into the system via a broadband linkup, which is what OCIMF should be requiring of owners. 

Two important books that will spur maritime web services have been published this past Summer. 

Dr. Stephen Flynn’s “America The Vulnerable” discusses maritime supply chains in considerable detail, while “The 9/11 Commission Report” talks about U.S. intelligence on a very high level and the need for a network-centric approach. 

Dr. Flynn, a former U.S. Coast Guard Commander prior to becoming a security expert, has a big following among the Democrats who are challenging President George W. Bush in the upcoming election, and among Republicans currently implementing his ideas. 

Irrespective of the November outcome, a renewed focus of U.S. policy makers on the information tentacles maritime information will impact deliberations of the IMO’s Maritime Security Committee before too long. 

RELEVANT WEBSITES

http://threatlogix.hudsontrident.com
http://www.ocimf-tmsa.com 

http://www.transparentsea.com
http://www.horizon-lines.com
http://www.q88.com
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Web services in purchasing
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One area where web services might be able to help is in shipping purchasing systems. Tim Power reviews how they might be able to help 
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Caption Neil Firth, ShipServ’s vice president of technology and product development
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Neil Firth, ShipServ’s vice president of technology and product development, with electronic purchasing systems company ShipServ, has a clear and concise way of explaining what web services are. 

He starts by describing how people use web sites. “Web sites are now the universally accepted way that people interface with computers over the internet”, he says. 

“These sites now offer every conceivable service and, broadly speaking, when we have learned to use one, we can use them all”. 

Web services, by comparison, he says, are the way computers interface with other computers, rather than the way people interface with computers, over the internet. 

More technically, web services is a standards-based solution for real-time system to system communication over the internet. 

It allows one system to call a function that runs on another system, which returns the result to the calling computer. 

This process facilitates the integration of disparate and autonomous systems, not only allowing systems to talk to each other (EDI already does that) but also integrating the underlying business processes.

This is not a science fiction fantasy; Neil Firth of ShipServ points out that the technology to support and develop web services is already widely available. 

“It has been adopted by every major vendor/platform (e.g. Microsoft, IBM, Sun and Open Source and by many applications (Amazon, eBay etc.)”, he says. 

“Web Services standards are built-in to all the major developer tools including MS Visual Studio and Delphi”.

SUBHEAD

Automating procurement

It doesn’t require much imagination to see how web services could automate the whole procurement process, by connecting the ship computer with the shipping company procurement system and the supplier, so parts are re-ordered without any human input at all.

VisionPeople, a Danish Microsoft Navision partner has been working in this field and has built web services into its ship supply application, Ship Centric Navision Ship Supplier. 

VisionPeople’s CEO, Torben Brammer says there are obvious applications for web services in ship supply and procurement. 

“A simple example might be keeping supplier catalogues up to date,” he says. 

“Now the catalogue might be a hard copy or on a CD. Making sure this is up to date is administratively intensive. 

“Instead, a web service can be used to provide up to date catalogue information on demand”.

Another possibility is integrating the shipboard maintenance system directly with the shipping company chief engineer’s system, which is integrated with the ship suppliers’ systems.

The planned maintenance system’s inventory management module highlights to the chief engineer a forecast shortage of parts that are required for maintenance in the coming month. 

The chief engineer initiates a requisition which, instead of being routed to the purchasing department, calls web services on portal or preferred supplier systems seeking part availability and price. 

The onboard system compares price and availability and, in accordance with pre-set purchasing rules, places a purchase order on the supplier. The onboard system calls Web Services to check the status of the order and its planned delivery date.

Another example is making ship drawings, created and held by the shipyard, available to people that need them during the lifetime of the vessel by web services with the shipyard computer system.

“Vessels are bought and sold during the course of their lives and it is not unusual for manuals and technical drawings to get lost,” says Torben Brammer, CEO of ship supplier software company VisionPeople.

“If the yard or vendor has an application like Ship Centric Ship Supplier that supports web services, the operator can call up to get this information by running a Web Service.”

“This promises to be a totally new world of sharing information without effort”. 

SUBHEAD

Systems interaction

The technology will allow is a much more dynamic interaction between systems through the internet. 

Whereas now a system may rely on the receipt of information from an EDI-linked partner before it can carry out a particular task, with web services, the system will proactively connect to other applications and databases through the internet, and get the data it needs. It may also get other computers to process data for it. 

Proponents of web services believe that this capability will lead to the creation of the “real time enterprise” with big gains in process efficiency.

Mr Firth says that web services are universally accepted as the best solution for inter-enterprise computing. 

“Not only are they an order of magnitude simpler and less expensive to implement than anything before, but also, being standards-based, they are vendor platform independent,” he says. 

“They will allow simple integration solutions are completed much faster and make complex integration solutions economically viable”.

SUBHEAD

ShipServ

Neil Firth, vice president of technology and product development with electronic purchasing systems company ShipServ, says that a trading platform, such as ShipServ TradeNet, is also a key enabler of web services adoption.  

ShipServ sees itself acting as an aggregator of information to make it easier for suppliers and buyers to connect with one another.

“Our web services platform allows developers to concentrate on the implementation of a single interface through which they can reach the web services of all their trading partners,” he says. 

“Through our work with suppliers, we have assembled a large amount of very useful catalogue information”, he says. 

“This is all accessible through ShipServ’s ShipLink onboard application; the question is how to allow ship operators with other onboard applications to use it. Web Services is one answer”. 

Using web services, the buyer does not have to use the ShipLink application. Instead, its system calls for a web service to be run on ShipServ which results in the updated catalogue being provided. 

This is important and different in two ways: first, the catalogue information is being provided to the buyer when they want it, not when the supplier chooses to send it to them (this is a crucially different from traditional EDI which pushes information to the user); second, the information can be pulled into the buyer’s system where it an be used immediately without rehandling.

Updating a catalogue is useful but the potential scope is much greater. “Web Services could be used to check spares availability”, says Mr Firth. 

“When a requirement for a spares is identified onboard, the planned maintenance system could call a web service on preferred suppliers to check the availability of the parts required, allowing the crew to determine the best port to pick them up”. 

SUBHEAD

Acronyms 

As in most technology, acronyms abound in web services. Here is a short guide to some important ones:

XML (Extensible Mark Up Language): is the language of web services. 

Every data element in an XML message has a tag attached to it that tells the recipient system what it refers to. In other words, XML sends the meaning as well as the data, making processing much easier. 

SOAP (Simple Object Access Protocol) provides a standard Internet protocol for applications and processes to talk to each other through the Internet.

XML-RPC (Remote Procedure Calling) - allows software running on disparate operating systems to make procedure calls to each other over the Internet. 

WSDL (Web Services Definition Language) provides a standard, simple way to describe applications for programmatic access by other applications. WSDL allows an application to tell other applications what it is. 

UDDI (Universal Discovery, Description and Integration) is an open framework for describing services, discovering businesses, and integrating business services. UDDI is basically how you find what you are looking for.

SUBHEAD

Standards

Dr Panagiotis Nomikos, the president of AMMITEC, says that making this happen reliably is going to require work on standards. 

“In the realm of .NET and UDDI standards really do matter not only at the data layer (MTML) but also at the application calling and returns layer.  

“There also need to be standards for the way things are described, for example, breaking down parts of a vessel or a piece of equipment, for describing a seafarer and the attributes related to a seafarer (payroll, training, certification etc.). The list goes on,” he says.

Mr Firth says that XML (which is the basis for MTML) helps al lot is this respect. 

“It will still be necessary to ensure that the data lines up, but an XML message carries with it the meaning of the data as well as the data,” he says. “This means you can see what you are getting”.

Web services is still in its infancy in shipmanagement but there are signs that software developers and portals like ShipServ are beginning to see its potential. 

“We have been seeing the potential of Web Services for some time”, says Mr Firth. “But now everyone can see that the hype of the last few years is becoming a reality”

