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iven the large number of tasks
that a ship agent performs in
servicing a vessel of any type – up
to 300 tasks per port call – ship
agents take on a significant level of responsibility on behalf of their customers. They
play a critical role in coordinating everything
from arranging berthing space and handling
provisions through to loading and discharging cargoes and delivering spares.
Yet, perhaps more so than any other
element of the shipping supply chain, the
influence of the ship agent on efficiency and
operating costs across each transit is routinely overlooked.
By the same measure, the potential for
the hurriedly appointed ship agent to unwittingly introduce risk or vulnerability into
the wider supply chain is also overlooked.
While the appointment of an agent for the
movement of spot breakbulk cargoes must
happen quickly, it should not happen without
adequate consideration into how exactly that
agent works, and what their appointment
means to the safety, security and reliability
of the wider supply chain.
In particular, to ensure the integrity of
any breakbulk supply chain, critical attention should be paid to how the ship agent
organizes, documents and communicates
with the vessel and principal as well as
third-party suppliers, as there is a direct
correlation between the effectiveness of
the agents’ administrative processes and
the time required to service a vessel in port.
This is pointing out the obvious, but it is also
noteworthy that we often make the mistake
of assuming that because we now live by our
smartphones, that the same is true in how
we work.

GAP IN TECH SUPPORT

Despite the advancements made in
the development of smarter information
technology services for shipping companies
and ship agents specifically, there is still a
significant disparity in their use among ship
agency businesses worldwide. In fact, there
is a sizable gap between those digitalized,
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fully integrated and optimized ship agents
that can provide complete transparency
and control across their operations; and
those who operate a range of disparate,
outdated IT software and outmoded
computers.
This is not due to an unwillingness to
change – adoption rates for IT and software solutions in the shipping industry are
encouraging. Where it goes wrong with
most shipping companies, and ship agency
businesses in particular, is in sourcing the
most appropriate digital systems for their
business, and making sure that they are
seamlessly integrated across all platforms.
We do see many shipowners and
agency businesses trying to work with
software built for very different purposes
and around which they end up having to
shoehorn their operations. This, in every
respect, defeats the purpose, and invariably exacerbates risk by increasing the
likelihood of duplication, rekeying errors,
incorrect data entry and mistakes.
It is only by integrating – sewing
together, creating automated processes and
syncing programs – that software solutions can deliver the efficiencies that they
promise. In a fully integrated ship agency
business, the IT software should provide a
significant buffer against risk (and against
the risk of passing on problems to principals), by providing intuitive, automated and
networked processes that simplify administrative requirements.
Importantly, by taking care of the complex and complicated administration and
back office requirements of every port call,
the port agent is afforded more time to tend
to the vessel in port. For this reason, owners and charterers should ensure that they
take the time to investigate the IT credentials and processes of any ship agent as part
of the tender process. BB
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